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ABSTRACT
JULIE MARCIA DRICA JOAN DHOSSCHE: Shakespeare's Soundscape
(Under the direction of Ivo Kamps)
In evaluating song in early modem times we see the traveling of music through
the culture, an omnipresent current that flow's through social strata and situations and can
be interpreted to connect all. However, while music was pervasive in early modem
society and the dominant theory of music w'as a totalizing one outlining a harmony
inherent of and inspired by music, music in fact had a variety of uses among interests
groups and could be a main indicator of social division. In this thesis I analyze song in
Shakespeare within the frame of this seemingly paradoxical phenomenon of music as a
unifier and a divider and examine how song could highlight division between the
individual and society, but also how song could emphasize unity amongst individuals, as
when song becomes a ritual event that synchronizes all the participants. An interesting
dichotomy comes into perspective of music as a stable form of communication that
nevertheless has capabilities for causing instability and turmoil, particularly in the
interaction of individual with society and vice versa. I take this idea of the interaction of
the individual w ith society further and examine song as a means of self-identification
within the context of a larger collective and how use of and response to music reveals an
individuafs relationship with the community. The response and use of music can show
the way individuals are positioned in their society. I conclude that a song event focuses
highly concentrated social energy, and its containment within Shakespeare's pla> s allows
for an opportunity to unpack this energy and, in so doing, unpack the social complexities
IV

compressed to understand more about the workings and sociology of early modem
culture.
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INTRODUCTION
This thesis explores song in the works of William Shakespeare and the role of
music in early modem English culture. Whilst we may perceive the use of music on
stage as simple dramatic convention, on Shakespeare’s stage when a character breaks into
song,“he was very likely regarded as doing just what was to be expected under the
circumstance,*’ meaning song is demanded by the dramatic context rather than provided
solely for entertainment or manipulative purposes as can be the case in musicals and
movies(Seng xiii). David Lindley says:
[Wjhile the music for which Shakespeare calls does heighten atmosphere,
or gives a particular emotional colouration to speech and action, it is
alwavs part of the world of the play itself, heard and responded to by the
characters on-stage, and not, as in later theatrical practice, or in film and
television, an independent adjunct for the audience's ears only, acting as a
commentary or metatext.(112)
Besides their sheer entertainment factor and dramatic function in the playworld, songs in
Shakespeare's plays reflect the use of music in early modem culture. In examining the
songs and the elements of the context

such as listener, singer, dramatic situation

we

may develop a deeper understanding of the dramatic purpose of song; but we can take
these examinations further and consider how song in Shakespeare concentrates dynamics
of early modem English culture. Shakespeare’s dramas artistically construct realities that
seem natural because they are derived from reality. Song on stage is an enactment, in a
unique theatrical context, of both explicitly and implicitly held views of and feelings
about music in early modern culture. The dialogue and characters* attitudes concerning
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music are inextricably linked through ideas and references to the culture from whence
they came, and so the reader can arrive at a greater appreciation and deeper
understanding of that culture through an examination of song in Shakespeare's art.
Specifically, this thesis will see how music can be both conservative and subversive in its
use: how the Renaissance theory of music as a cosmic or social harmonizer is a simple
umbrella term that under inspection seems not to apply evenly to most manifestations of
music in these plays.

A most general question we can begin with is, what do we know about music?
How do we perceive it? By examining this we can work with what we know to build an
understanding of the perception and theory of music in the early modem period, and
create a context to link perception and theory. With regard to perception, the human
brain responds to music; it perceives sounds and formulates the meaning of sound in the
mind once it receives signals from the ear that senses molecules of air vibrating in a
particular manner. I distinguish the brain and the mind here deliberately: the brain is the
physical organ that makes sense perception possible and the mind is the totality of
meanings, thoughts and emotions that we experience. The meaning of sound could, of
course be nothing more than a creation of the human brain and mind, but that is not how
it presents itself to us. We experience sounds as one of our primary links to a world
outside of the mind. I will therefore not address the question of sound's ultimate
epistemological status. We experience sounds as originating outside of ourselves
(whether they do or not) and as such they help us constitute a version of what we call
reality.

1

Despite the vital importance of sound in our lives, there appears to be a greater
focus on the visual: ever>^one is obsessed with image, with gazes, with vision, how
image has changed throughout time. The way our perception of sound changes and/or
has changed, however, is not as central to historical or cultural studies. That is to say, the
meaning of sound, or the effect of sound—specifically, music—is not focused on as
a variable; it seems to be assumed that there are no paradigm shifts in the meaning of
music (Schafer 3-4,10). Music, after all, elicits the same physiological response in the
brain.
But is that a valid assumption? Does the basic physiological response to music
overreach the music theories and cultural mindset of its specific audience to create
meaning for the listener? What we can assume is that brain function is and has remained
constant over the last 400 years,^ and so certain physiological responses and neural
activities while hearing music are invariable—such as the activation of the auditory
cortex to interpret frequencies, regions in the temporal lobe to distinguish timbres, the
hippocampus to extract memory of similar sounds, the lateral cerebellum and cerebellar
vermis to process rhythms, and the frontal lobes, cerebellum, amygdala and nucleus
accumbens to attend to emotion (Levitin 91). From the assumption that the human brain
is a consistent organ, aside from physical and/or mental aberrations, we can inductively
reason that for most people, sound is a fairly universal phenomenon. Though the
Elizabethans did not know these specific details of the universal basis of physiology, they
did feel the effects of their internal processes, including the perception of music, and
developed frameworks within which to explain them. It is this framework 1 am trying to
recreate by explaining how music is perceived (establishing an understanding of
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perception) and from there exploring Renaissance ideas about music (forming an
understanding of interpretation).
While modem science has a language to discuss sound, music, and song that was
not available to early modems, Shakespeare's contemporaries nonetheless adopted or
developed theories of music, sound, and song that attempted to describe a physiological
experience that has not changed a great deal during the last four centuries. Though we
cannot conclusively prove it, considering the many references to and casual application
of the idea of Platonic music in early modem texts, including Shakespeare’s plays, I
maintain that the Elizabethan audience (and Shakespeare) too held Platonic conception of
music, also known as the music of the spheres—a divine harmony produced by angels
who sit upon the heavenly bodies—as their norm. In his book The Elizabethan World
Picture, E. M. W. Tillyard presents his reader with this worldview of music as a unifying
force. Tillyard outlines the idea of the music of the spheres, an idea stemming from the
writings of Pythagoras and Plato and propagated in works by Cicero, Dante, and John
Donne, to name only a few. The theory of the music of the spheres delineates a universe
in which the planets move in concentric circles and each emits a note, and together these
notes produce a cosmic, heavenly music that is indicative of order. The precise way
planets move around the solar system is described as a cosmic dance of angels to the
Platonic music of the spheres that binds all things together. On another plane of
existence

-the earthly level—the order of this perfect heavenly motion of the cosmic

dance is paralleled by the structured arrangement of earthly music and poetry, which
coiTCspond to order in the heavens. Such complete harmony was characteristic of angels;
earthly music was considered an attempt to escape physicality, and poetry, I'illyard
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claims, was regarded as an effort to rise above man to angelic perfection (20).

The

vocals of song signified man’s reach for the heavens, a reach for total understanding and
total harmony with himself and others. Bruce R. Smith explains this conservative theory
and its repercussions eloquently:
Within the acoustemolog>' of early modem England music, even more
than language, could be heard audible proof of the cosmic order....
Earthly music is, or ought to be, a sensible translation of the music of the
spheres. By Pythagoras’s reckoning, that could physically be the case,
since the differences in the lengths of lyre-strings necessary to produce
harmonic intervals are proportionate to the distances between planets.
Find the right proportions—or so goes the theory—and you can intercept
cosmic harmony. Hence the early modem belief in the physical power of
music to penetrate the body and to work physiological effects. (294-295)
The interpretation ofthe physiological effects of music as a tuning into cosmic harmony
provides support for an idea of the inlierent spirituality of music. The commonality in
experience with sound is explained by this theory that establishes music as the natural
order. Cicero explains the mathematical reasoning of the music of the spheres in the
“Somnium Scipionis,” a recount of a dream in his book De Re Publica:
I stood dumbfounded at these signs, and when I recovered my senses I
inquired: “What is this great and pleasing sound that fills my ears?”
“That,” replied my grandfather, “is a concord of tones separated by
unequal but nevertheless carefully proportioned intervals, caused by the
rapid motion of the spheres themselves. The high and low tones blended
together produce different harmonies. Of course such swift motions could
not be accomplished in silence and, as nature requires, the spheres at one
extreme produce the low tones and at the other extreme the high tones.
Consequently the outermost sphere, the star-bearer, with its swifter motion
gives forth a higher-pitched tone, whereas the lunar sphere, the lowest, has
the deepest tone. Of course the earth, the ninth and stationary sphere,
always clings to the same position in the middle of the universe. The
other eight spheres, two of which move at the same speed, produce seven
different tones, this number being, one might almost say. the key to the
universe. Gifted men, imitating this haiTnony on stringer instruments and
in singing, have gained for themselves a return to this region, as have
those who have devoted their exceptional abilities to a search for divine
truths. The ears of mortals are lllled with this sound, but they are unable
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to hear it.(73-74)
The last part of this explanation delves into the relation between the heavenly music of
the spheres and the earthly music man creates. Man's production of music is an attempt
to recreate the heavenly state. Cicero gives no definite reason for why humans no longer
hear the music of the spheres, but the Christian Elizabethans attributed this lack of
hearing to the fall of man (Berley 8). Dante writes in a more religious sense about the
harmony of the spheres when he ascends to Heaven in his Paradiso: he says when he
arrives,“By harmony which Thou dost temper and distinguish /... I The novelty of the
sound and the great light / Kindled in me a desire to know their cause / Never before felt
w●ith such keenness" (1: 78. 82-84). In entering Heaven, Dante can hear the music of the
spheres and is enraptured.
E. M. W. Tillyard calls the heavenly music the “excellent melody made by the
motion of celestial spheres" (44) and cites John Milton’s masque Arcades, another
example of a more religious application of Pythagoras original purely mathematical
idea:
But els in deep of night when drowsines
hath lockt up mortal sense, then listen I
To the celestial Sirens harmony
That sit upon the nine enfolded Sphears
And sing to those that hold the vital shears
And turn the Adamantine spindle round
On which the fate of gods and men is wound.
Such sweet compulsion doth in musick ly
to lull the daughters of necessity
And keep unsteddy Nature to her law. (62-70)
John Donne refers to the music of the spheres in more passing reference in his poem
“Love’s Alchemy."^ Donne writes about his discontent with love, eventually rejecting
. 4

the possibility of the pure love that is the “marriage of true minds.'
5

Donne sa\ s that

whoever claims that “Tis not the bodies marry/ but the minds/’ may just as well claim
“that he hears / In that day’s rude hoarse minstrelsy, the spheres.” In the theory of the
music of the spheres, humans cannot hear this music; thus by equating the two
declarations Donne asserts the absurdity of pure Platonic love. He validates his
conclusion in the last couplet with the statement that women have no minds, thus love
cannot be the harmony of minds. The references to Platonic music in Dante, Milton and
Donne’s writings suggest that the idea of the music of the spheres as the ultimate
harmony, the natural order towards which man should strive, was fairly familiar to early
modems. This view grants music a vital centrality at the heart ofthe society and
embraces a universality of music.
A general overview of the culture of the Elizabethan era impresses the notion that
music fully permeated all strata and settings of Elizabethan life: anyone could encounter
music in church, on streets, in taverns, in homes, at festivals and ceremonies, at court.
This pervasiveness connects with an idea of music’s universality. For example, ballads
could travel from the lowliest alehouse to the court (with embellishment in melody and
change of lyrics, of course) and vice versa. They could also travel from village to village,
from musician to musician, and because of this communal circulation, many broadside
ballads we find today are variations of each other. The famous ballad “Greensleeves,”
for example, is first found in print as “A new Courtly Sonet, of the Lady Green sleeues
To the new tune of Greensleeves’’ in a collection of sonnets and ballads from 1584. But
there are also entries in later documents of‘ye Ladie Greene Sleeves answere to Donkyn
hir frende,” “Green Sieves moralised,” “Greene Sieves and countenaunce in
Countenaunce is Greene Sieves,” “A merry newe Northern songe ol Greensleves
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begynninge the boniest lasse in all the land," “A Reprehension againste Greene Sieves by
William Elderton,’' and “Greene Sleeves is wome awaie, Yellowe Sleeves Comme to
decaie, Blacke Sleeves I holde in despite, But White Sleeves is my delighte'’(Simpson
269). We can see that the ballad was an extremely flexible and popular musical form,
performed in a variety of settings, including the theater. Many are sung and many more
casually referenced in Shakespeare, as, for example, in the following exchange between
three characters in The Winter's Tale:
AUTOLYCUS: This is a merry ballad, but a very pretty one.
MOPSA: Let's have some merry ones.
AUTOLYCUS: Why,this is a passing merry one, and goes to the tune of
“Two maids wooing a man.’’ There's scarce a maid westward but she
sings it. 'Tis in request, I can tell you.
MOPSA: We can both sing it. If thouTt bear a part, thou shalt hear; 'tis in
three parts.
DORCAS: We had the tune on't a month ago.
AUTOLYCUS: I can bear my part; you must know,'tis my occupation.
Have at it with you.
(IfT 4.4.285-296)
The reference to “Two maids wooing a man and the natural flow of the dialogue about
ballads in this scene suggest that Elizabethan audience would most probably have
recognized the reference and understood the exchange. This scene deals with music in a
way that is deeply ingrained in early modem culture; it certainly gives an idea ot how
collective an art form balladry was. Moreover, the saturation of music in the Elizabethan
aural environment is a phenomenon that encourages the notion that, in one sense, music
is a unifier.
However, we can see that for the modem audience, unfamiliar with balladry and
its particular features, the passage is not quite as straightforward—what is a song in
“three parts"? Who usually sang these three man's songs? How do Mopsa and Dorcas
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know what tune to sing it to? What does Autolycus mean when he says to ‘‘bear [his]
paif’is his “occupation"? We do not know whether it is unusual for Autolycus to sing a
three-man's song, or if the audience would know this song in a completely different
setting, or if the song connects to another event or singer, which could add another
meaning completely. The context of a song can be as important in conveying meaning as
the song itself
In order to address the relationship between sound and its specific context, Bruce
R. Smith came up with the concept of“a soundscape,” a system that operates between a
listener and his environment and “constitutes an ecological system, and like other such
systems it can be balanced or unbalanced, viable or dysfunctional (44). Soundscape can
be thought of as an active relationship in which sound derives meaning from not only the
listener and the situation in which it is produced, but overall also from the listener in that
situation and the sound-producer in that situation. An example of this could be the
difference in meaning of a daily “1 love you from a mother and a first I love you from
a girlfriend or boyfriend, or the meaning behind a “goodbye’from a waiter in a restaurant
as opposed to a “goodbye” from a dying grandmother. The meaning of the words
becomes a dynamic process dependent on the interplay between distinct associations
among participants in a particular setting. The many integrated elements of a context that
factor into the meaning of a sound purport that the act of listening is a quite complex,
many-layered event.
When we move into the specific sonic realm of music, we see that a song derives
meaning not only from the listener, the singer, and the context, but the relationships
among all three. Thus, despite music’s ubiquity, it is still hard to understand references
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and uses of music in Shakespeare, because song in each unique context gains new and
specific meaning. For the above Autolycus scene, this means that the particular song
they sing has significance that arises from those three characters, their situations, the
moment in the play when the song is sung, and moreover, the audience's interpretation of
the event. It is this interpretation as audience that I hope to advance in this thesis. I want
to note that approaching an exploration ofsong in Shakespeare is tricky, because the
culture and the plays are so closely intertwined. We are faced with a chicken and egg
type problem: examining music in Elizabethan culture will clarify more about the use of
music in Shakespeare, but analyzing the use of music in Shakespeare also can elucidate
more about the role of music in Elizabethan culture. In this thesis I have decided to first
examine the soundscape of early modem England and then apply this concept to
moments in which song is used in Shakespeare's plays, so that we as audience can extract
a firmer appreciation of the role of music in early modem England and develop a fuller,
more dynamic understanding of music.
Let us go back to the theory of the music of the spheres. The universal experience
of sound due to biology and the ubiquity of music both support the view of music as a
unifier. But considered in a more pragmatic light, this belief—that music was a power of
order and ought to be “an aural translation of the music of the spheres (Smith 136)

can

be seen as a potent promoter of the maintenance of status quo since this view encourages
the use of music only in ways that are geared toward preserving things as they are. This
theory of the music of the spheres is thus certainly one that serves the interests of groups
and institutions that had a vested interest in maintaining the status quo. In the following
pages, we will sec that while the theory of the music of the spheres might have been
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widespread and generally accepted in the early modem period, and one supported by
generalized phenomena, the application ofthe theory in daily life seems not to have been
so consistent. Betw'een individuals, between different social classes, and amongst
institutions, we see distinctive uses of music as a tool to fulfill certain local interests and
purposes that at times conflict with one another. Most interestingly we then see how
music becomes not a mark of order but rather one of disorder, or at least of conflicting
interest.
In the scene from The Winter \s Tale reproduced earlier, we see music used to
serve the interests of Autolycus. Autolycus is passing as a peddler, and w'hen he says, “I
can bear my part... 'tis my occupation,” he is referring to the necessary musicality of
vendors. Vendors on streets had to advertise their goods, and most frequently song (or at
least a sing-song phrase) was employed to attract attention (Smith 64). The use of known
tunes to appeal to buyers is brilliant advertising; for example, in the a vendor s song**
Autolycus sings to promote his sales, he associates romantic desires with objects in
familiar melody. Autolycus’ use of song in this case serves to strengthen his role-playing
as a merchant and to tune listeners into the desire to buy, and therefore for Autolycus the
song has primarily only one purpose—to serve his own interests and increase economic
benefits. However, whilst the song holds a largely commercial meaning for him, for a
customer the song may bring to mind his love, and perhaps a recent lover s spat, which in
turn may induce him to buy a gift for his lady.
The relation between music and money does not stop there. In another scene
from The Winter 's Tale, Autolycus is actually selling ballads to Mopsa, Dorcas, and the
Clown:
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CLOWN: What hast here? Ballads?
MOPSA: Pray now, buy some. I love a ballad in print alife, for then we
are sure they are true.
AUTOLYCUS: Here’s one to a very doleful tune, how a usurer’s wife
was brought to bed of tw^enty money-bags at a burden, and how she longed
to eat adders’ heads and toads carbonadoed.
(4.4.258-264)
The practice of selling ballads was widespread. Ballads, David Bindley writes,''formed a
significant part of the musical experience of the period for a wide range of people”(70).
The ballad genre in his evaluation includes "the orally transmitted traditional narrative,
"traditional seasonal or work-songs,” and the printed ‘broadside ballads which consisted
of—but were not limited to—"love-songs of varying degrees of ribaldry, versified
historical narrative,‘news’ and current events ... versions of the plots of successful plays,
satires, and, in the earlier part of the period especially, ‘godly ballads aimed at
reinforcing Protestant belief’(72). These printed texts were spread by traveling
salesmen, who "moved up and down the country offering ballads as part of their stock-in
trade”(74). Again, we see a use of music: an exploitation ot the demand for music to
serve economic interests of a group of music vendors and merchants.
The sale of ballads by traveling salesmen was certainly one factor in the constant
movement and fluidity of song within the culture of early modem England. Ballads
could reach every part of Britain through this economic passage. But song did not simply
move geographically—it could also circulate socially within the culture. The texts ol the
broadside ballads were seldom accompanied by sheet music, instead usually having
directions to be sung ‘to the tune of....’ These texts could therefore be adapted to many
different tunes from different social strata. Adam Fox writes:
the Nottingham version of'Bonny Nell,' for example, was hammered out
in the streets to the rough music of candlesticks, longs, and basins, but was
11

also played in taverns by professional pipers, and ‘princkt in 4 parts to the
vyalls’ in gentlemen's houses, demonstrating the way in which such
material could simultaneously circulate in many forms and operate on
many social levels.(319)
The ballad thus formed a very large part of the musical culture of the period. But as
popular as they were, they were also regarded with condescension stemming from the
low artistic value of the verse, the lower social status of those who wrote and performed
them, and the association with places such as alehouses, where they circulated (Lindley
76). Also, in the literature of the period, we see a frequent connection between balladsellers and crime, particularly thievery and roguery (Lindley 76). This is certainly the
case with Autolycus. The theory of the music of the spheres, with earthly music as an
expression of order and perhaps even spirituality, is not quite as applicable with the
actual culture of balladry and other elements of the music culture.
The overall attitude toward musicians does not even quite line up given the theory^
of music as a great harmonizer; it is surprising that in general people were wary of
musicians, especially those without steady jobs. Steady job musicians w'ould have
included “members of the King's Musick, some waits,^ and servants in the households of
noblemen and gentlemen"(Woodfill 3). The positive attitude toward these steady job
musicians stands in contrast to wandering musicians. The Middle Ages awarded
minstrelsy affection and respect, but by the end of the sixteenth century the association
between the wandering minstrel and the vagabond and vagrant had sullied that name and
profession (Lindley 51). More tangible problems plagued musicians as well: with the
population growth and expansion of London throughout the fifteenth, sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries, the musicians of London experienced competition irom foreigners
and insufficient support from their government. In 1604, musicians banded together and
12

obtained authority from the government to form a company. This company had the
responsibility to '‘preserve order among all persons performing music for gain, and next it
had to do everything it could to see that nothing associated with music contributed to the
increase of disorder or immorality among the general public'’(Woodfill 5-9).
Interestingly, the authority of the company did not extend to the servants of the royal
court or of lords of parliament. The difference in attitude toward what may perhaps be
referred to as lower-class music and musicians and the practices of music of more
powerful groups points to the compelling supposition of music as an indication-

or even

part- of the subtleties of elitism tensions. The establishment of a government institution
to regulate the use of music acknowledges the (possible) presence of disorder and conflict
in the music culture.
Regulations passed by the Company of Musicians can give an idea of the conflict
between groups concerning the use of music. One ordinance from 1553 forbids the
playing of instruments by anyone except the waits in “the open streets, lanes or alleys ...
from or after ten of the clock in the evening until five of the clock in the morning with
the threat of a fine of ten shillings. Woodfill remarks that “by the time of James so many
serenaders seem to have been wandering about the city playing under windows for
rewards that they had become a public nuisance”(14). The fact that an ordinance had to
be passed to regulate the playing of music certainly impresses the severity of the problem
of musician overpopulation.
The ordinance also deals with three men's songs. For the supposed reason that
craftsmen were abandoning their jobs and wandering into taverns and alehouses and
going to feasts to sing three men’s songs, the regulation demanded that no one “using to
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sing any songs commonly called three men’s songs shall from henceforth sing in or at
any tavern, inn, alehouse, weddings, feasts, or any other like place ... any manner of such
song or songs (except the same be sung in a common play or interlude)”(Woodfill 1415). The intention behind this control of music through law by a government-approved
group was to keep craftsmen in their place within the working society to preserve public
order.
The opposing interests of the public and the state concerning the three men’s
song, and the attempts of the Company of Musicians to harmonize the social collective
with the state by curbing the use of certain music to acceptable places, are one example
of friction within the music culture. Autolycus is allowed to sing his three men s song in
The Winter's Tale because it is part of a play, and as such one of the places exempt from
the ordinance because the company of players is licensed. His song is not an actual threat
to the stability of the public order but rather an indication of the insubordinate and
criminal nature of the character. As mentioned earlier, this understanding ofthe scene is
lost without knowledge of the context (in this case the social status ot three-men s songs).
The curbing of their own freedom through ordinances such as the one limiting the
singing of three men’s songs illustrates the Company of Musicians’ attempts to find an
acceptable place for independent musicians within the framework ot society so as to
present viable competition with the royal musicians and noblemen’s household
musicians. The fact that the company “was one of the city’s smallest and poorest”
(Woodfill 26) reflects upon the household musicians’ support from the higher class that
placed them in a position of power and preference. Wealthier families often

were

connected to certain musicians. I'he patronage of musicians ranged from casual visits
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from traveling bands or local waits to a more formal but still loose hiring for occasional
performances to maintenance of musicians on a permanent or semi-permanent basis, who
would not be part of the Company of Musicians. These steady job musicians would
perhaps have a role in the teaching of music to their employer family, training the
family's servants in music, and/or providing entertainment. More common, however,
was the hiring of a music tutor for the musical education of the family's children (Lindley
78-79), as we see dramatized in Shakespeare’s The Taming ofthe Shrew. Hortensio
presents himself as a music tutor for Bianca and is hired to teach Katharina and Bianca to
play the lute. His disguise is devious in its naturalness; he is able to worm his way into
the home of Bianca by assuming a traditional position devoid of suspiciousness. The
importance of music education is moreover reflected in Katharina s resistance to it: by
rejecting musicality she is rejecting her prescribed position in society.
The pervasive nature of music in all social strata allows for a comparison and
contrast of the role of music in each and how uses of music may conflict with one and
another. Not only do we see a difference between the independent musicians and
musicians endorsed by higher classes, we see a difference in the entrenchment of music
within separate classes and various institutions. For whilst music could inspire disorder
and bawdiness in alehouses-

Men come here to make merry ... make a noise, and this

musicke aboue is answered with the clinking below"(Earle 75)

music was also said to

inspire transcendence in church and be a mark of higher education. There is a
discrepancy between the phenomenon of specific disordering consequences of melodies
and sound and claims for the spirituality and refinement of music which is highlighted
when examining the place of music in early modern society, especially in a comparison
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of the culture of balladry and lower class musicians to church music and the music
traditions of the wealthier classes.
Professional music in the church became rare after the Reformation, performed
mainly in select cathedrals rather than in parish churches(Woodfill 135). It seems that
accompanying the Reformation, a movement from a more elitist form of religion to a
more democratic one, was the democratization of music in church. The Oxford History of
English Music states that “from the point of view of higher musical culture, the Tudor
and Stuart epochs exhibit a transition between the all-embracing patronage of the Church
in the Middle Ages and the inherently professional, self-supporting attitude of the
eighteenth century onwards”(Caldwell 347). The sacred Latin music no longer had a
place in the service, and religious choral music could only be found in cathedrals and
prestigious colleges and schools such as Oxford and Eton, respectively (Woodfill 135).
During the course of the sixteenth century, as Latin chants by monks and nuns slowly
disappeared and medieval liturgy was replaced by a more vernacular service, singing by
the congregation in church became more encouraged. A congregation joining in hymns
and psalms became a widespread trend whereas church choirs dwindled in number.
Important to note for our discussion is that while previously the men and boys that served
in church choirs formed a large part of the professional singer population, later in the
sixteenth century Britain saw the amateur elite become the professional singers(Milson
493-495, 498), a shift that seems to reflect the shift in power in England from the church
in Rome to the state and its elite in London.
The ability to perform vocal and/or instrumental music became yet another claim
to power for the higher class as musical education was a luxury lower classes could not
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consider due to “the inhibiting effects of lack oftime and money'’(Woodflll 207). In this
way music again divides the society instead of unifying it. Musical education became
fairly standard among wealthy families of the high and merchant classes in the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries. For one, musical ability had become recommended for
practical purposes. In his book “The Complete Gentleman,” a guide for young men of
noble birth. Henry Peacham writes, “the physicians will tell you that the exercise of
music is a great lengthener of the life by stirring and reviving of the spirits, holding a
secret sympathy with them. Besides, the exercise of singing openeth the breast and pipes.
It is an enemy to melancholy and dejection of the mind”(111). Moreover, it became a
social expectation that one had some musical ability and could perform at parties
(Lindley 81). Instrument-playing among the elite was as much a leisure activity as a
projection of accomplishment. Women and girls with musical skills were regarded as
well-bred and sophisticated. For boys, education in music varied; opposing views of
music as a feminine art and music as a force of order and harmony could discourage or
encourage learning in vocal song (Milsom 499).
The supposed femininity of music that could elicit sensuality was mainly
considered a possible consequence of music in theater and the court(Lindley 46-47).
Music in the military had no such attachments

Mars claymeth Musicke in the fielde,

and Venus occupieth Musicke in chambers”(Lloyd 98). Certainly the dominant and loud
nature of the instruments used in the military—^the trumpet and the drum

differentiated

that music from the softer music in the household. In Shakespeare, we see that the sound
of war and music of love are frequently juxtaposed. \nAll s Well That Ends Well,
Bertram embraces war and rejects marriage to Helena: “Great Mars, 1 put myself into this
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file; / Make me but like my thoughts and I shall prove / A lover of thy drum, hater of
love'’(3.3.9-11). Richard III opens with a soliloquy by Richard in which he contrasts the
previous reign oP‘dreadful marches” with Edward’s rule of“delightful measures” where
“Grim-visaged War

instead of mounting barbed steeds / ... / [C]apers nimbly in

a lady’s chamber / To the lascivious pleasing of a lute”(1.1.8-13). In Much Ado About
Nothings Benedick says of the enamoured Claudius,‘T have known when there was no
music with him but the drum and the fife, and now had he rather hear the tabor and the
pipe”(2.3.15-19). The drum and trumpet were the only instruments that could dominate
“the aural environment” of early modem London for the simple reason that there was “no
amplification” and “apart perhaps from the firing of cannon or the ringing of church
bells, the sounds of workmen or the rattle of carts,[London noise] had a human scale
(Lindley 89-90). The drum and trumpet “were the instruments which announced noble or
royal presence” and the trumpet specifically “signaled the start of performances at
Shakespeare’s Globe”(Lindley 90). The people who would play these instruments and
other musical instruments (for money)included the professional instrumentalists,
included minstrels, waits, and court musicians. Instrumental music was largely used to
signal ceremonial events, to provide recreation, and to support dance(Milsom 500-501).
Bruce Smith makes the interesting point that “through sound dominant institutions assert
their presence: in early modem England bells signaled mandatory church attendance

on

Sunday, trumpet blasts heralded a proclamation, guns were fired at regular intervals from
castles and fortresses”(46-47). The appropriation of the loudest instmments to the
certain institutions and their events certainly augments their power.
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Music at court can be divided into tw^o spheres: the music ofthe Chapel Royal,
and the entertainment music at the royal court. The Chapel Royal provided the daily
religious services for the court in any of the palaces ot the London area it occupied for
the time” and consisted of chaplains, singing men, singing boys (choristers), organists,
and many others who fulfilled technical offices. The preserved existence of a choir in the
church of the monarchy certainly indicates that institution s desire to preserv^e the status
quo.
The King^s Musick provided music at court. This delegation of music to an elite
group ser^'es the interest of the state in that it centrally concentrates control and creates a
specific model for the Rinction of music. In 1540, Henry VIII had thirty-seven minstrels
and musicians attending him, and by account Elizabeth had about thirty musicians at her
court. This group of singers and instrumentalists had the duties of giving concerts,
providing music at dinner, supply music for dances and ceremonies, instructing princes
and princesses in music, assisting in the Chapel Royal services, and entertaining with
masques (Woodfill 161-193). The use of music at court for communal events connects to
the idea of music as an ordering, unifying power. However, the wide availability of
music in court and the large number of musicians reflects the court s license for leisure,
whereas lower classes had neither the money nor the time to hire musicians and listen to
music in the same way. The court’s use of music emphasizes its elite status and liberty
provided by its position in society.
In examining the technical details of the role of music in early modern culture, we
can look on a grand scale and conclude that music was pervasive in the lives of the
h'lizabethans. Music was present in all social strata and employed in various places and
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occasions ranging from lowly alehouses to the Queen's church service. This ubiquity
seems to be e.xplained and expressed in the theory ofthe spheres, an apparently prevalent
mindset concerning music in which music is a positive and ordering force that inspires
transcendence and harmony. However, while the pervasiveness of music in the lives of
the Elizabethans and their physiological responses to music did in one way unify all
individuals, at the same time the use of music and interpretation of responses to it could
be a source of contention and social, economic and regional division: music could be a
tool in the hands of singular individuals, or of groups, or of the institutions, or even of the
state, each with their own agenda and interests. When we focus our ears on this
society—a process aided by examining the use of song in Shakespeare—certain tensions
created by different uses of music within society become clear. Music, we see, becomes
not the idealized unifying force; instead, as an incredibly adaptive medium whose
meaning and energy were derived from the context in which it was employed and the
specific frictions in that context, music is an indication of contention and even a tool for
contention. This thesis will examine moments ofsong in Shakespeare as indications of
societal friction. As we will see, these societal frictions can stem from reasons varying
from class difference to states of mind such as love, madness, and drunkenness, to the
anxieties of depending on sound as a means of communication, and even to the
uncontrollable physiological effects of music.
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CHAPTER I
CAPULET:
All things that we ordained festival
Turn from their office to black fimeral:
Our instruments to melancholy bells,
Our wedding cheer to a sad burial feast,
Our solemn hymns to sullen dirges change.
Our bridal flowers serve for a buried corpse,
And all things change them to the contrary.
FRIAR LAURENCE
Sir, go you in, and madam, go with him,
And go. Sir Paris. Everyone prepare to follow this fair corpse unto her grave.
The heavens do lour upon you for some ill
Move them no more by crossing their high will. [Exeunt. Manet. Nurse with Musicians]
FIRST MUSICIAN:
Faith, we may put up our pipes and be gone.
NURSE:
Honest, good fellows, ah, put up, put up!
For well you know this is a pitiful case.
FIRST MUSICIAN:
Ay, by my troth, the case may be amended.
[Enter PETER.]
PETER:
Musicians, oh, musicians, “Heart’s ease,” “Heart’s ease. Oh,and you will have me live,
play “Heart’s ease.”
FIRST MUSICIAN:
Why “Heart’s Ease”?
PETER:
Oh, musicians, because my heart itself plays “My heart is full. Oh, play me some merry
dump to comfort me.
FIRST MUSICIAN:
Not a dump we! ’Tis no time to play now.
PETER:
You will not, then?
FIRST MUSICIAN:
No.
(/?./4.5.84-110)
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In this scene of Romeo and Juliet, Juliet has just been declared dead, and sorrow
is the reigning response. Capulet lists the actions that must be taken to create the
appropriate response to Juliet’s death,juxtaposing the traditions for wedding and funeral
ceremonies, as with his directions that “our instruments to melancholy bells’ and “our
solemn hymns to sullen dirge [must] change.” The musicians, there to play merry tunes
for the wedding, agree to pack up their “pipes,” instruments traditionally used for lively
music. Bruce R. Smith observes that conventionally strings were regarded as instruments
more similar to the voice, whereas the woodwinds were seen as somehow more mindless
and obnoxious (93). Presumably intended for a happy occasion such as a wedding, merry
tunes were requested, and these required woodwinds rather than stringed instruments.
The musicians thus have the wrong instruments needed to play the “sullen dirges
Capulet desires.
In contrast to Capulet’s sullen dirges, Peter, the Nurse’s assistant, requests a
? 4

merry dump.” He says,“Musicians, oh, musicians,‘Heart’s Ease, Heart’s ease.’ Oh,
and you will have me live ... play me some merry dump to comfort me.

This moment is

very curious for a number of reasons, the first being that Peter directly contradicts
Capulet in his request for music instead of“melancholy bells.’ Why do these two
characters have different responses and uses of music? Another peculiar thing is that the
phrase “merry dump” seems a contradiction in itself In John Ward s extensive analysis
of those musical pieces called “dumps,” which are mentioned in various different
contexts in medieval and early modem texts, the most unifying conclusion seems to be
that dumps were “musical lamentations” closely associated with a death but used in all
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sorts of doleful situations(Ward 120). Thus for Peter to call a dump ‘‘merry is ver>^
peculiar. What does he mean?
Perhaps first we should ask, can we take Peter’s request at face value? On one
hand, the conversation between Peter and the musicians could be a moment of comic
relief to lessen the tension and perhaps remind the audience Juliet is not really dead.
After the musicians refuse to play “Heart’s Ease,” the conversation devolves into banter
and word play. Demitra Papadinis boldly suggests that the wordplay already starts with
the word “dump”: the more crude undertones of the word are played upon in the sense
that Peter asks for a dump to ease his “fullness”(385). Either way, Peter s request and
the musicians’ refusal to play “Heart’s Ease” appear to function as a transition in the
drama, as a way to shift from Capulet’s grave speech to a less oppressive mood.
But on the other hand, regardless of its dramatic function, the scene is a piece of
the play and presents a believable reality that reflects the early modem world. The play
in its artistic presentation is a constmction of natural reality, meaning that it presents
situations and characters realistically. Peter and the musicians are products oftheir
culture and interact in ways representative ofthe early modem society, and their uses and
interactions with music can tell us more about these characters’ real world counterparts.
That Shakespeare bothered to bring to the stage a troupe of musicians certainly
emphasizes their ultimate uselessness in the technical sense of providing woodwind
music at the time of Juliet’s supposed death; thus it is implied that their identities as
musicians are important in the characteristic responses they give that capture a certain
condensed social experience that can be analyzed in unpacking the moment.
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In this chapter I will look at moments ofsong such as these as indications of
certain frictions, whether societal or individual. I will bring in the examination of
Renaissance theories of music from the previous chapter to place the issues in their
historical and cultural context. By doing this, I hope to bring to the analysis of the use of
song in Shakespeare the possible suppositions early modem culture holds regarding
music and in this way derive an explanation for why and how in the most basic sense the
characters use and respond to music. After understanding what place music has in the
microcosms on stage, we can fine-tune our perception by analyzing characters situations
and so come to grasp the place and function of music in tlie larger context of early
modem society. Specifically, this chapter will see contention concerning music due to
class difference, love, the transitory nature ofsound, and the sensual effects of music.
In the previous chapter I discussed the physiological response to music and the
pervasive nature of music in early modem culture and how this connects to the
Renaissance theories of music and the perception of sound and music. With regard to the
brain and sound we established an understanding of a human commonality in perception
due to consistency in sound reception by the brain, which now we can see interpreted in a
framework that has its foundation in mathematical treatises proposed by Pythagoras
concerning music of the planets. This world picture shaped experience with music.
However, we also saw how music can be a source of division, as it can be used
for different purposes by a variety of institutions and groups and interpreted differently as
well. This possibility of difference in inteipretation becomes especially clear between
early modem audience and modem audience, but holds for Renaissance society as well.
Bruce R. Smith writes, “the multiple cultures of early modem England may have shared
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with us the biological materiality of hearing, but their protocols of listening could be
remarkably different from ours”(8). Multiple cultures of class, gender and locale, and
time, as is the case with modem audiences, can have different interpretations and uses of
music despite a similarity in processing and integration of sensory information perceived
by the human brain, and the friction caused by this separation in auditory experience is
what can be analyzed in certain moments ofsong in Shakespeare’s plays. What we see is
that inconsistency in the application of this theory can be analyzed as the product of
societal tension, as, for example, with the conflict in music between Peter, the musicians,
and Capulet in Romeo and Juliet. In the scene from Romeo and Juliet discussed earlier,
Peter's individual use of music conflicts with that of Capulet in this situation, and the
musicians side with Capulet by refusing to play—after all, they have been hired by this
man. The questions are, why is the time not appropriate to play a song in this scene in
Romeo and Juliet, although it seems to be all right to include humor? What do the
conflicting desires of Peter and Capulet in the realm of music reveal about the dynamics
of early modem life? Why is song such a delicate matter?
The Elizabethans attached a specific meaning to song sung on stage depending on
how the song fit within the framework of the world represented in the playhouse and the
world they inhabited. Vocal song in Shakespeare is performed in many different
situations, by many different characters, out of many different motivations. But in all
instances, song clarifies characters’ sentiments or situations in a drama, especially when
approached and interpreted with early modem ideas and beliefs. 1 propose we look
through the lens of the Elizabethan world picture (without necessarily embracing E. M.
W. Tillyard's view uncritically) to understand the use of song in its immediate dramatic
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context, and in the institution ofthe playhouse, but also more broadly in early modem
culture. All this will be done in conjunction with an examination of requested songs in
Shakespeare's plays—specifically, in Romeo and Juliet, Twelfth Night, Measurefor
Measure, Two Gentlemen of Verona, The Merchant of Venice, Cymbeline, and Much Ado
About Nothing,
The analysis of the Romeo and Juliet scene can start with an understanding of
what Peter is actually asking. The song “Heart’s Ease”^ that he requests possibly was a
popular ballad piece for lute (Vincent xv). The probable lyrics of the song deal with the
evasion of melancholy through diversion by earthly delights—gambling, sporting,
dancing, lovemaking. The song is not a dump,a dwelling on sadness, but instead quite
the opposite, for it is a song advocating abandonment of all “musinge ... pensivnes and
sorrowe.” The musician asks Peter,“Why ‘Heart’s Ease’?” and Peter responds,‘“Oh,
musicians, because my heart itself plays ‘My heart is full.’” Papadinis makes the
argument that “my heart is full” is a reference to another song,“Complain My Lute,
which was generally sung to the tune of“Heart’s Ease”(385). If so, Peter is implying his
own heartstrings are being tugged and played upon by his sorrow for Juliet s passing. To
request the counter-music of“Heart’s Ease”—which imparts a very different message
than “‘Complain My Lute”—is to follow the directions in “Heart s Ease and seek
comfort in “pastime” to please the mind and live at ease.
The musicians refuse, for “’Tis no time to play now.’ 1 o be taken into
consideration is a theory about the dump set forth by William Flood in Ihe History of
Irish Music that the dump actually originated in Ireland, tor it ““was the music of the old
Irish instrument know as the tiompan, a small stringed instrument akin to the hai*p
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(Chapter 17). If the dump was associated with stringed instruments, then indeed the
musicians cannot play it with the “pipes” they have. However, with the phrasing of ** Tis
no time,” the musician seems to imply they do not want to play because the timing is not
right. The matter is not simply one oftechnicality, but of principle—^which brings us to
the question of which principles are governing their judgment of the appropriateness of
music.
Peter's request for a “merry dump” at this time of grieving is supposed to be odd;
his peculiar phrasing and the musicians’ response signal that something is not quite right.
Peter seems to be implying that a dump will make him feel better. Why do the musicians
refuse to help him feel better? Is this not a time to feel better? A dump, as Ward
convincingly writes, is a lamentation of death (most dumps are named after people). And
at times of mourning, ritualized song is frequently used as a communal expression of
grief; it is a way to all the mourners to experience a similar moment of grief and connect
emotionally. The musicians’ refusal to play a dump in this instance indicates there exists
a more specific framework for music and song; there are times when it is appropriate and
times when it is needed—and these do not necessarily coincide. A straightforward
example of the incorrect timing of music presents itself in Twelfth Night. Sir Toby and
Sir Andrew, two merry characters, ask Feste to sing a song one evening, which he does,
after the song, the two men continue singing snatches of ballads in the middle of the
night. Malvolio, the Stewart, comes out and reprimands them:
manners.
My masters, are you mad? Or what are you? Have you no wit,
nor honesty but to gabble like tinkers at this time of night? Do ye make an
ale-house of my lady’s house, that ye squeak out your coziers catches
without any mitigation or remorse of voice? Is there no respect ol place,
persons, nor time in you? (2.3.86-92)
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Clearly Sir Toby and Sir Andrew do not obser\^e the right time to sing their songs
because it is the middle of the night, they are guests in Olivia s house, and what is more,
Olivia is in mourning for her brother. However, tor Toby and Andrew a song is perfectly
m tune, as Sir Toby asserts when he replies to Malvolio that they keep time in [their]
catches.’ Music is built around the concept of time in the most basic structural principles
of meter and rhythm. That a structure that keeps time can somehow be out of its
enviromnent’s time, that harmony can be discordant with the external world, is ver>'
interesting indeed. In Romeo and Juliet, the singing of a dump in response to Juliet s
death seems right, but, firstly, the actual song Peter requests is not a lamentation, and
secondly, the musicians decide that it is not the time to play it. In a sense the musicians
themselves are like Malvolio, keeping with what their employer considers the order of
occasion and propriety, although they do participate in jokes with Peter after they refuse
to play. A key word here is employer—the musicians are hired by Capulet, and thus only
logically will obey Capulet’s demands concerning music. 1 he conflict between Peter and
the musicians is a product of the conflicting interests of Peter and Capulet: their
individual responses to Juliet’s death govern their uses of music in this situation. Their
individual responses, in turn, stem from who they are individually and in society, and we
can see the most obvious difference between Peter and Capulet is their class. Peter is of
lower class whereas Capulet is of higher class. Their uses of music reflect this
separation, for Capulet, who has money and time, has the luxury to structure a mournful
response to Juliet’s death and grieve gradually and publicly, with ceremony behooving
someone of his station, whereas Peter has neither the time nor the money to mourn
extensively, and therefore resorts to using song to comfort him immediately. Their
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distinctive uses of music arise from their specific positions in society and their certain
interests, which in their difference produce the friction present in this particular scene in
Shakespeare’s play.
Another place in which the harmonizing theory of music is undermined by actual
use of music is Twelfth Night. When Duke Orsino in Twelfth Night requests a song in
Act 1, Scene i, for his melancholy, for “if music be the food of love, play on; / Give me an
excess of it, that surfeiting / The appetite may sicken and so die”(1-3), his need for music
is more related to love and earthly sensation than angelic harmony. The Duke s need for
music introduces his troubled situation in this comedy, for as Cicero explains, human
creation of music is an attempt to recreate heavenly music, the harmonious order that
binds all together. But is the Duke seeking to soothe his conflict or amplify it? He
requests music in excess to appease his need for love, thus implying another meaning of
music than the harmonizing power of the music of the spheres.
In Erasmus’ Praise ofFolly, Folly says, “Plato ... called the madness of lovers the
most happy condition of all others. For he that’s violently in love lives not in his own
body but in the thing he loves; and by how much the farther he runs from himself into
another, by so much the greater is his pleasure”(93). In this way love

requited love

is

characterized as a most happy state of being beside oneself. However, what is the
condition of unrequited love, as in Orsino’s case? Romeo in Romeo and Juliet says about
being in love with Rosalyn, “Tut, I have lost myself. I am not here / This is not Romeo; /
he’s some other where”(1.1.197, 204). Romeo has lost himself in the state ot love, but
because Rosalyn does not return his affection, Romeo does not live in her but rather in a
state of melancholy; his mental state is directly linked to his physical actions.
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Duke Orsino is also in love and wants to lose himself in the object of his
affection, Olivia. But because Olivia does not requite his love, the Duke is enclosed
within himself. Like Romeo,the Duke turns to melancholy and drama to express and
lose himself in love. Orsino goes through the theatricalities of being lovesick over
Olivia, who, he dramatically claims, “purged the air of pestilence and hath a heart of
that fine frame"(1.1.19, 32). He says furthermore that “desires ... pursue me and away
before me to sweet beds offlowers / Love-thoughts lie rich when canopied with bowers
(1.1.21-22, 39-40). He plays the role of the unrequited lover so convincingly he actually
seems to be suffering. Orsino exposes himself as a man infatuated by emphasizing the
drama of love in requesting that Feste the clown sing “that old and antique song (2.4.3).
Feste complies with a “despairing song of love” that dramatizes a tragic love story (Seng
110).
When Duke Orsino requests his song, he is not thinking about the music of the
spheres and how this earthly music will harmonize him. He is acting on feeling. In terms
of physiological psychology, the Duke is seeking a way to remedy his mind s turmoil
through his body. Lawrence Babb writes, “the concept of human nature which the
Renaissance inherited from the past has at least one thing in common with that ot modem
science: the assumption that body and mind are closely related and mutually influential.
Thus Renaissance psychology is a physiological psychology. It tends to explain mental
conditions in terms of physical causes and vice versa. During the Renaissance,
physiology and psychology were no more separable than they are today (1). Simply put.
the wellness of the body and the wellness of the mind are related.
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What this means for the Duke is that his contradictory actions of losing himself in
his love and drama and requesting an excess of music to “sicken’’ his need for love
portray the Duke as a man caught between two desires: the love he bears Olivia and the
wish to be rid of that love. He acts on both of these wants alternately, and uses music to
fulfill both needs. On one hand, he associates himself a song that “the spinsters and the
knitters in the sun / And the free maids that weave their thread with bones / do use to
chant,” thus feeding his love w^ith drama (2.4.44-45). By linking the song with
“spinsters,” “knitters,” and “free maids,” Duke Orsino underlines effeminacy in this
action. Linda Austem writes, “like the love of a woman,the love of harmony and rhythm
frequently led not to spiritual fulfillment but to the deceptive delights of the sensual
world”(423). At this moment,the Duke is “caught in the sensual music of his life
(Berley 125). He has become so entangled in the plan to marry Olivia that the logic and
his emotion have intertwined, and now his happiness is dependent on the success of the
plan. The ability of love and music to do this

■to overreach rationality and directly

affect the senses and emotions, to inspire a relinquishing of control over emotion

is the

basis for the correlation between the feminine and music. Effeminacy in Renaissance
time meant the flaw of “feminine weakness,” the subjugation to sensuality (Lindley 4647). The bypass of control in both processes relates them to the sensual world, perceived
in the early modem period as lesser compared to the intellectual world. In this way the
Duke uses music to feed his emotions.
On the other hand, he also attempts to overcome this lovesickness by requesting
music to sicken his appetite for love. Music gives him a possibility to experience a
connection to something stable and reliable in the order of notes, the regularity ol rhythm.
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the repetition of words, the setting of words to certain notes. To understand the
significance of this, we must delve a little deeper into the nature of sound and music. We
must remember that for early modems,sound tmly was ephemeral. There was no way to
reproduce mechanically a sound exactly, since recording technology did not exist.
Rooted in human feeling is anxiety about the fleeting existence of sound and how such a
transient, whimsical means ofcommunication can be tmsted. In the early modem period,
sound could not be captured or contained in any way, and so as soon as sound was made,
it was already gone (Sterne 1). The only trace it left of having existed was the response it
elicited—physiologically, psychologically, emotionally—and even this response cannot
be wholly reliable to be consistently reproduced. For example, Duke Orsino says in the
very beginning of Twelfth Night, after hearing “that strain again ... [that] came o er my
ear like the sweet sound / That breathes upon a bank of violets, that

Tis not so sweet

now as it was before'’(1.1.4-6, 8). Here we see Orsino allege that even if a sound may be
the same, it is not affecting him the same way. So many factors contribute to the event of
hearing sound that I can propose that no sound can ever be the same; Orsino is quite
justifiable in his claim that he is not perceiving the music the same way he was before
because one, sound cannot be reproduced exactly, and two, sound cannot be perceived
exactly as before because there now exists a memory of it.
Aristotle wrote that the human voice acquires capacity to create meaning when
the soul stirs the air within the body, causing that air to strike the vocal organs and the
speaker to expel the breath that carries words(Smith 98-99). According to this
Aristotlian view, the presence of a soul is what makes vocal communication possible, and
vocal communication can indicate or reveal the sentiments within the soul. 1 his ancient
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view of voice as a projection of a person's interiority was carried through the ages and
considered valid in the early modem period, where “medical and scientific writers ...
describe voice as crafted air that gains momentum for movement from the speaker's
lungs"(Bloom 2). Expulsions of air were regarded as substantial messengers of inner
thoughts and sentiments.
In Shakespeare's plays, the idea of voice as matter is unquestioned; it is a tmth
woven throughout the dialogue as an inextricable part of common sense. As a member of
early modem society, Shakespeare was thoroughly embedded in Renaissance culture and
his writings are integrated in this world in which he lived: they are an intrinsic part,
“collected beliefs and experiences shaped ... concentrated in manageable aesthetic form,
offered for consumption"(Greenblatt 5). His art and his culture were mutually
constituted as two dynamic energies that fed off one another. As aforementioned,
Shakespeare’s plays are infused with the Elizabethan anxiety that accompanied the belief
that voice is a physical matter subject to all sort of external, uncontrollable changes. For
example, Longaville in Love Labour's Lost justifies his breaking of the oath with the
statement,“vows are but breath, and breath a vapour is / ... / It broken then, it is no fault
of mine"(4.3.63; 66). Similarly, Beatrice in Much Ado About Nothing chastises
Benedick for only arguing with Claudius, for “Foul words is but foul wind, and foul wind
is but foul breath, and foul breath is noisome"(5.2.50-51). Words may be parts of the
soul revealed, but the medium through which they are transmitted is breath, a particulate
matter outside of the body, and thus possibly outside of the originator s control. Breath is
invisible, transient, and subject to external forces, which contribute to a questioning of
the powder of voice. And yet there was a great deal of reliance on sound to transmit a
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message. Stage productions, after all, depend on the projection of voices from the stage
to the audience (Bloom 2-4,67, 87).
An interesting dynamic is thus set up: voice is an untrustworthy vehicle for
communication, yet it must be trusted to have any sort of communicative power. Our
development of sound-capturing technology and our obsession with reproducibility of
sound are human attempts at remedying the issue of trusting sound; but in the early
modem era, that technology did not yet exist, and so that society found different ways of
working around the transience of sound. Shakespeare’s use of vocal song works to
remedy this problem, because song seems to be different from mere language. The
definite arrangement of notes, the familiar melody, the steady rhythm: song has a
heightened stability about it that simple language (even the artful language of
Shakespeare) does not achieve. Songs are structured in refrains and chords and beats,
and acquire meaning through the listener’s memory and expectations. Neuroscientist
Daniel Levitin writes:
[T]he ultimate illusion in music is the illusion of structure and form ....
Our ability to make sense of music depends on experience, and on neural
we
structures that can learn and modify themselves with each new song
hear, and with each new listening to an old song .... Music, then, can be
thought of as a type of perceptual illusion in which our brain imposes
structure and order on a sequence of sounds. (108-109)
The brain combines sounds into a comprehensive order—music- -and in doing so
gives the collection of notes a meaning because it links it to past experiences with
music. The intimate connection between experience and music suggests that
perception of music, even in the simple technical sense, may vary between
individuals and between societies, a supposition that seems to hold true when we
study vocal song in Shakespeare.
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Regarding the repetitive and familiar nature of song, we can thus hypothesize that
instinctively the Duke seeks a comfort in familiar song to which he can relate and
through which he can fulfill certain expectations of rhythms and routine and thus
experience a kind of transcendence. However, not only does the Duke's song fulfill his
certain need for a more concrete, stable expression than simple dramatic words in which
to lose himself, but the song is also a manifestation ofthe Duke's lovesickness that
effectively and expressively gives the audience a taste of his character and state that
perhaps a simple stated explanation or a conversation could not have conveyed. Song is
simultaneously the problem and the solution in that it signifies a conflict within the Duke
and also provides him (and the audience) with stability. The conflicting meanings of the
song are the result of the Duke's conflicting desires to pursue Olivia and to be rid of his
love. He gives the song meaning through his use and response to it, which in its
specificity pinpoints his individual tensions, which in turn point to the friction caused
within society by unrequited love.
In Measure for Measure, Mariana also requests a song to soothe her love
melancholy and indulge her sorrow. She says ofthe music,“My mirth it much
displeased, but pleased my woe," illustrating again the idea that she is losing herself in
the role of the unrequited melancholy lover (4.1.13). Like Duke Orsino, she turns to song
to gratify needs that have not been fulfilled by love, and in a manner like the Duke s, this
need for music clarifies her troubled state for the audience. Mariana exclaims to Duke
Vicentio, who is disguised as a friar and has come upon her listening to a song, I cry you
mercy, sir, and well could wish / You had not found me here so musical (4.1. 10-1 1).
She is ashamed that a friar has caught her listening to music because she is indulging
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herself in sensuality. Not only is she listening to music but she is “musical; i.e., the
music is within her. This difference—between listening to music and being musical—
seems to have much significance. Vicentio responds,‘‘’Tis good; though music oft hath
such a charm / To make bad good, and good provoke to harm”(4.1.14-15). His statement
that music can make bad seem good and good turn to bad seems to contradict the idea of
heavenly and orderly music—^that music is an inherently harmonious power-

■and

supports the idea that music can be a tool for a multitude of purposes.
The Merchant of Venice addresses the apparent dichotomy of music in the
“danger of music*’ as warned against by Shylock and the harmonizing affect of music as
praised by Lorenzo. Lorenzo orates eloquently to Jessica that when any music touch [a
wild and wanton herd’s] ears / ... / Their savage eyes tum[ed] to a modest gaze / By the
sweet power of music (5.1.72, 77-78). He furthermore states that “The man that hath no
music in himself/ Nor is not moved with concord of sweet sounds / Is fit for treasons,
stratagems, and spoils” (5.1.83-85). His advocacy of music as the ultimate harmonizing
power and a means of transcendence stands in stark contrast to Shylock s claim that it is a
shallow and corrupt pleasure. Shylock advises Jessica, “What, are there masques? Hear
you me, Jessica / Lock up my doors; and when you hear the drum / And the vile
squealing ofthe wry-necked fife!... i Let not the sound of shallow fopp ry enter
(2.5.27-29, 34). Shylock’s denouncement of the music of merriment stems from his
belief that it is a demonstration offoppery and his disinterest in transcending the physical
world in this life; furthermore, his warning to lock the doors and to stop my house s
cars indicates his belief that listening to the music could infect them as well.
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His anxiety about the possibility of music “infecting" Jessica connects with the
idea that the act of audition can leave one vulnerable, since the ear is a “receptive orifice
... always poised to be invaded”(Bloom 114-115). However, how the ear receives seems
to be more important than what the ear receives. Protestant texts from the Renaissance,
for example, examine the process of hearing in relation to the auditory reception of the
word of God; the focus becomes not the ways in which the word of God—^the Seed—can
be “blown off course like [a] breath” but rather how the “successful transport of a
message from speaker to listener ... is subject to unpredictable conditions of reception,
and how “it is the act of audition, not vocalization, that attests to one s position in relation
to God and one’s potential for salvation”(Bloom 114). In similar fashion, the listener of
music is responsible for the meaning of a song. Though music does inspire a mechanized
psychological and physiological transformation within the auditor, the overall
significance of a song lies within the meaning granted once the musical notes are filtered
through the brain and the mind. It is this meaning that shapes the interpretation of the
effects of music, while simultaneously the effects of the music have also shaped the
meaning of the music. The psychologically pleasing and physical responses to

music

may stir a spiritual transcendence, or may encourage sensuality. This dual impulse arises
from the fact that both are states of release and ways to be beside oneself.
We see thus in The Merchant of Venice presented cases for the spirituality of
music and the sensuality of music; the interesting question is then, what constitutes the
difference? Or is there a difference at all? Are both simply two perceptions of music to
describe the same altered state of mind that music inspires? Berley says, “the way one
listens—the expectations one has—determines how one will hear the music, and what
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kind of power it will have"’(101). This observation has validity; consistently
Shakespeare’s characters create their own meaning for the song sung on stage in a way
that best serves their interests. As we have seen thus far, Peter wants to use music for
immediate comfort, Capulet uses music to stage a mourning for Juliet, and the Duke uses
music both to express his love and escape from it.
In hdeasurefor Measure, Mariana verily concurs her musicality is not of a
spiritual sense, but rather inspired by the more earthly phenomenon of lovesickness. Her
embarrassment in front of the friar signals her own acknowledgment of this sensuality.
In the general psychological sense, melody and rhythm give her something to rely on, and
lyrics give her something to relate to; thus, in this way,the song temporarily replaces her
need for Angelo. From the point of view of Elizabethan audience, Mariana listens to
music to exploit its shallower power of simply temporarily pleasing the ear, not to draw
on its power to inspire harmony and order.
The connection between music and love appears ditterently in Tw'o Gentlemen of
Verona, in which Thurio requests a song to be sung to Silvia to lay lime to tangle her
desires / by wailful sonnets, whose composed rhymes / should be full-fraught with
serviceable vows”(3.2.68-70). Music becomes a tool to woo the lady and a device to
manipulate Silvia’s feelings and induce her to love Thurio. Proteus, however, also uses it
to his advantage; he believes after affecting her emotions with music it will become
easier for him to woo her. Thus in this situation song is used as a tool by the patriarchy
to influence a woman and her feelings; both male characters rely on song rather than
words to win the affection of a woman. The link between music and the feminine is
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exploited, and in Renaissance mindset it is logical to use music, with its sensual effects,
to draw out emotion.
Shakespeare’s linking of music and love is clear, and based on the Renaissance
explanation that music is a feminine art that can be based in sensuality. '‘Music ideally
serv^ed as a catalyst to liberate man’s soul from its earthbound existence for the
contemplation of a greater glory,” as did, ideally, the "pure, unsullied love of a virtuous
woman and the contemplation of her beauty“(Austem 422-423). However, femininity,
which could lean more towards the nature of Eve than that of Mary, and music, which
could induce physical and spiritual effects, were equally capable of inspiring sensuality
rather than spirituality. Indeed, both “required careful control lest they prove whorish
and seduce the vulnerable”(Austem 424). It is from this fearsome possibility that
Shylock attempts to protect Jessica in The Merchant of Venice when he wants to control
Jessica’s exposure to music and demands she lock the doors, close the house, and
effectively shut her ears to the masque music outside.
However, this sensuality of music is what pleases lovesick characters Orsino and
Mariana, and what is supposed to induce Silvia to become emotional. Experimentally, it
has been shown “that individuals are emotionally moved by music, that it is a reliable
way to induce moods, and that it elicits activity in regions of the brain known to mediate
emotions”(Johnson-Laird 104). Even without the technology to scan activity of the
brain, the Elizabethans evidently observed that music stirs our emotions. Benedick in
Much Ado About Nothing exclaims upon hearing music,“Now,divine air! Now is his
soul ravished. Is it not strange that sheeps’ guts should hale souls out of men s bodies?
(2.3.57-59). This ability of music to elicit a physiological and emotional response can
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ser\-e not only individual interests but also certain communal purposes, as listeners can be
united in the social event of receiving music and responding with neuronal activity. This
unity is what drives ritualized song. These are songs that are given significance in
society that is agreed on and understood; they derive meaning from repetitive use, as in
the funeral dirges in Much Ado About Nothing and Cymbeline. The communal
understanding and conformity allows for a unified expression of emotion and comfort
through communal support.
The funeral dirges in Cymbeline and Much Ado About Nothing are two highly
ritualized songs in regard to their specific function as a ceremonial rite. However, the
song in Cymbeline is performed for Fidele by Guiderius and Arviragus, who do not know
that Fidele is really Imogen and is not actually dead. The song in Much Ado About
Nothing is in honor of Hero, who, like Fidele, is not actually dead, but has been forced to
act as such. The staging of these ceremonies to honor people who are not dead but have
to act thus to escape society’s slander is theatrical, and the addition of a song makes these
occasions overly dramatic.
This sentiment is appropriate for the audience, since in both funeral scenes, the
show of music adds to the dramatic irony: the audience knows the deceased neither
really dead nor guilty of any crime. Guiderius and Arviragus in Cymbeline sing a pagan
ritual song for Fidele, the same song they sang for their mother. The men depend on the
song to express grief; the recycled quality of the song ensures that the emotion of sadness
will be conveyed, because the nature of the song(somber tone and slow tempo) indicates
sorrow.
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The language for the spectacle is quite elaborate, as when Guiderius exclaims
upon seeing the dead Imogen,“O sweetest, fairest lily! / My brother wears thee not the
one half so well / As when thou grew’st thyself’(4.2.203-205). The professions of grief
are inadequate to convey the real emotion, because such lofty language makes the
presentation of her death a show that highlights the unreality of it all. The song, on the
other hand, is sure to communicate grief because it has been used successfully before.
In fact, song has almost becomes so ritualized in these situations as to have lost all
meaning beside its function as an expression of grief at a funeral. The characters invoke
this song for a communal experience, not an individual one. The point of the song is to
indicate the legitimacy of the ceremony and to signal how those present ought to feel.
All attendants recognize the traditional meaning of the song and will interpret the song as
such. Even those who do not feel sadness or loss are still directed by the song to act as it
they do, thereby conveying to all participants a sense of cohesiveness and community,
and creating an implicit understanding that the community supercedes the individual in
authority and importance. In the case of Much Ado About Nothing, it is Leonato s way of
asserting his authority over Claudio and Prince Pedro.
Unlike the love songs, the funeral songs seem to widen the gap between stage and
audience—or, more specifically, the gap between the characters singing and the audience.
For the audience, the song has another meaning, derived from the dramatic irony of the
situation. The display of grief through music only seems to highlight that Imogen and
Hero are not dead but have been forced to act so because they have been accused of
adultery. Thus what the dirges really do is unite the audience and the supposed deceased,
for in the moment everyone is supposed to understand the same meaning behind
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traditional song, the audience and the ‘deceased’ cannot because they know the funeral is
simply a spectacle. The use of song produces a peculiar situation that highlights the
artificiality of the ritual through dramatic irony and amplifies the audience’s empathy for
Fidele and Hero. The emotion of those attending the funeral may be genuine, the truth is
the ceremony is not real. Besides being in a staged drama, the funerals are held for
people who are not even dead in the context of the play.
The end of.4.? You Like It features a wedding song by Hymen. I classify this song
under both highly ritualized songs and epilogue songs. Other epilogue songs are in
Love s Labour’s Lost, in which at the end tw^o characters called Spring and Winter
sing about cuckoos and owls, respectively, and in TM’elfth Night, which ends with a song
by Feste about the stages of man. The epilogue songs, which are characterized by their
jig-like quality, are intended to eliminate the stage barrier

^the separation between the

play world and the world outside the theater- ■at the end of the play. This is the time to
break the illusion on stage, to announce that the staged presentation is over, and to return
the audience to the real world; and what more perfect herald of that than a popular song
and dance to unite the characters, actors, and spectators? Like funeral songs, these
epilogue songs are part of a custom, a tradition, and so carry a functional meaning that is
expected to be understood. The songs have a heightened stability in meaning through
their recurrence in similar situations, and so carry more definite significance than a
spoken epilogue.
The very nature of sound, with its airiness and invisibility, presents us with a kind
of gamble in the game of communication. Relying on sound whilst knowing various oi
its characteristics—that sound is moving air molecules, that sound can be subject to

42

external forces, that sound can be misinterpreted or not received at all—is a risky
business, and acknowledged as such throughout Renaissance texts. Moreover,
Shakespeare is known for playing with words; wordplay in text frequently leads to
double entendre and confused silliness. Song, on the other hand, cames more
permanence and solidity due to its repetitive nature in individual sounds, overall
structure, and use in society. This heightened stability of song is exploited in
Shakespeare’s plays at specific moments to overcome the volatility of language, both in
the context of the play and in the communication between stage and audience. With the
Duke in Twelfth Night and Mariana in Measurefor Measure, for example, song is used to
fulfill the character’s need for stability and to shed light on a character for the audience.
We can now return to the moment in Romeo and Juliet when Peter requests a
“merry dump,'’ and interpret that further to mean he is asking for a traditional expression
of grief to effect within him a feeling of relief. He is seeking out music to satisfy an
emotional need. However, his specific request for the song “Heart s ease

●which is not

a doleful dump—indicates he knows this certain song will meet his expectations and give
him a quick fix of emotion. In this way will he be able to find an immediate comfort,
which is the type of mourning he is limited to because of his place in society. The
musicians refuse to grant him this relief, revealing the power dynamics of this situation:
they are hired by Capulet and therefore will perform music as he wills it. The transition
wherein we go from a mournful mood into comic relief is possible because of this
moment: Peter’s request is so extremely odd and the musicians deem it so inappropriate
that their subsequent banter is a step back from the two steps toward impropriety Peter
takes with his song request. There is almost a fear of playing song at the wrong lime.
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because song has the power to produce an inexplicable and uncontrollable response.
Humor, on the other hand, induces laughter and light-heartedness reliably, and actually
temporarily grants relief from the sorrow of Juliet’s death for Peter. The audience can
laugh along, because Juliet is not actually dead; thus both the characters and audience are
appeased.
Songs in Shakespeare derive meaning from the physiological and emotional effect
on the listener and their interpretation of it, which we can understand by examining
Elizabethan music theory. The idea of the music of the spheres and the correlation
between the feminine and music elucidate certain responses the characters have to music
(as with Mariana’s wish the priest had not found her so “musical’). Song in drama is not
only a dramatic tool that the playwright wields to clarify his characters, but also a
representation of the role of music as a stable form of communication that can be
exploited for an unlimited number of purposes. Characters use song in wildly different
ways. undercutting the overarching theory of music as simply a unifier. Conflicting uses
of music elucidate specific interests and therefore certain dynamics of the early modem
world from which Shakespeare’s plays hail.
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CHAPTER II
Music is a stable form of communication because of its inherent repetitive nature
in structure and in culture. Songs are performed and re-performed and re-performed,
each lime within a context that is unique but nevertheless becomes linked to other social
currents because of the social memory of the song. This chapter will delve into the
nature of the social memory' of song because of its accumulated use, which results in song
as a type of ritual. The deployment of a song choreographs song events and sets up
expectations for listeners, as with the ritual funeral dirge songs discussed in the previous
chapter. The overall phenomenon supports the view of song as a harmonizing force;
however, at the same time, song highlights the difference between societal expectation
and individual interests through the listener’s response.
To briefly review: because music seemingly permeated every strata of that
society, weaving in and out of the ritual, civil, commercial, religious, ceremonial, and
institutional practices that comprised everyday life, by studying the deployment of song
in these plays we can learn not only about the role of music in early modem culture but
also about the dynamics of that society. As we have seen, the overarching theory of
music for the Renaissance, that of the music of the spheres, is not evenly applied in the
use of music in different dramatic situations, which often seems to be rooted more in
sensuality than spirituality. These moments in which song is employed pinpoint issues
and tensions within and among people, whether it be because of class, gender, marital
status, emotional conflicts, and/or mental state. We concluded with the thought that
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song derives meaning from the physiological effect it has on the listener and how the
listener interprets this effect psychologically, and thus that interpretation is the key to
identifying underlying interests and conflicts that may not be directly expressed
otherwise. Song does something that may not be achieved another way because it can
explicitly demonstrate implicit ideologies.
I briefly discussed a key characteristic of vocal music in which this potent power
of communication is rooted—its stability as opposed to the volatility and more transient
nature of language. Music, in particular vocal song, is based on repetition and on
memory, both physiologically and psychologically, often giving it a more enduring
quality than simply words. The inherent repetition within song is a trigger for a
physiological response; the fact that unlike spoken words, song is a compact unit that is
characteristically replicated as a unit, with the same lyrics and the same melody, by a
wide variety of people, is the source of the psychological response. Robert Maconie
writes. All music deals with memory as well as experience. Making music is a way of
expressing contact and continuity with past experience both personal and cultural (303).
In other words, music facilitates a connection to previous emotion and experience on the
individual as well as on the communal level.
Vocal song is, then, very much rooted in community since it is a shared medium.
Anyone can replicate a song. Anyone can sing whichever song whenever. However, as
seen in the previous chapter, the use of song is directed by social currents, ideologies, and
interests. We saw that the theory of the music of the spheres may have been the general
ideology, but that by no means is this theory of music as a unifying force systematically
and precisely applied to the use of music. The source of power of music seems not to
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derive from a belief of the inherent goodness and order of music. Instead, like language,
vocal song seems to derive authority from the collective; the place of song and the
traditions of song “originate in [the] accumulated use," and society recognizes the power
of practice and gives meaning to it (Portelli 128). An ordering structure is built around
song through its repetitive use, which, over time, generates custom. For example, the
United States has a national anthem that all citizens recognize and for which they will
stand up. There is nothing inherent in the music or the words of“The Star-Spangled
Banner’ that should bring people to their feet, but it is the aura the song has acquired
through repetitive use. Similarly, a funeral dirge is recognized as such and will
encourage a hushed surrounding, even to those who are not members of the mourning

party.
The accumulated use of a song creates a societal memory and infuses that
particular song with a past that sets up expectation for subsequent uses of the song.
Music gains a power to create expectation and subject the listener to that expectation, for
it becomes imbued with an authority that derives from societal memory and the power of
the collective. The deployment of a song becomes a ritual event where social expectation
and communal authority can form identities and roles associated with the song that are
expected to be filled by the participants ofthe song event. Disappointing expectation and
rejection of a role means separation from the collective and setting oneself apart. Singers
and listeners can either buy into the system or break with it, meaning they either subject
to the collective or split from it.
Exploitation of the system is also possible. In this chapter, I will examine how
song choreographs and structures events by tugging on ideologies, and how collective
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authority can be wielded in the form ofsong by an individual for his or her own purpose.
We will see song not only as a medium of expression but also a tool of power through
which the individual can channel societal authority: the singer him/herself becomes a
medium that directs power according to particular need by connecting to the community.
Understanding how song can embody power will connect to our understanding of how
song is such a widely used medium in early modern times. This chapter will look at
lago's use of a drinking song in Othello, Ariel’s songs in The Tempest, the Fool s songs
in King Lear, Ophelia’s songs in Hamlet, and Desdemona s song in Othello.
We can look at individuals as products oftheir society, as part of a system
governed by specific ideologies. These ideologies form a web of expectations for
individuals who want to be recognized as subjects or citizens within the community,for
if they resist or reject this web of expectation they will soon enough be deemed outsiders
and viewed with suspicion. Song frequently manifests these same ideological forces;
indeed, at times they are one and the same. Drinking songs, for example, are part of the
culture of drinking and revelry—the repetitive use of these particular songs in party
settings has established this—and so the performance of one triggers memory of previous
drinking songs and occasions, and creates certain similar expectations for this one.
Memory of the song and the social impetus to drink upon hearing the song are connected
because the social expectation comes from the collective memory.
In Othello, lago sings drinking songs to lure Cassio into drunkenness. He
artificially creates an atmosphere of revelry for his own devious purpose

If 1 can fasten

but one cup upon him,/ With that which he hath drunk tonight already. / He 11 be as lull
of quarrel and offence / As my young mistress’ dog"(2.3.45-48). His deliberate use of a
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drinking song to manipulate Cassio signals a realization of and acknowledgement of the
power of music. lago taps into the power of societal expectation and control through the
use of music: he uses a popular drinking song to create a mood in which it becomes
awkward and therefore difficult for Cassio to refuse to drink because the tradition behind
the song demands it. The collective agreement for this particular song is that it is a
drinking song; thus when it is sung, the expectation is that the listeners drink. Communal
authority creates roles of drinkers that are expected to be filled by the listeners, including
Cassio. Song structures and choreographs the event; it creates actions for listeners to
perform and turns the event into a recognizable ritual of festivity,
lago ascertains Cassio's identity in society and the forces that control him as a
member of the society, and by tugging on those forces with song, is able to manipulate
him into perfonning drinking actions. The ceaseless movement of music through the
culture and in and out of various social occasions leads to the transfer and displacement
of identity and roles in a song event. Song and identity are connected because they both
emerge from a collective and the forces that govern the system of society, they are both
rooted in societal experience, as song is part of a collective memory and identity is
constructed through societal systems. Cassio, for example, has the identity of a
lieutenant, one who has triumphed but also one who must be dutiful. lago exploits song
to bring these conflicting roles to an irreconcilable climax so that Cassio must choose,
lago constructs an identity for Cassio in the song that Cassio recognizes as a
possible and desirable role for himself. The soldiers have been victorious in defending
Venice, and if he joins in the festivities, he is claiming his own involvement in the
triumph and thus validating his promotion. To drink with his lellow soldiers would help
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cement his newfound subject position in Venetian society. However,the potency of
lago's song to claim Cassio for the collective that expects him to drink is set squarely
against another social imperative: to perform one’s duty to the militaiy^ collective.
Drinking would cast doubt on his worth as a lieutenant and the validity of his promotion,
for he would be drinking during his watch time. Cassio has a duty to protect Venice and
its interests; he is expected to fulfill this role of service to the best of his abilities. Two
competing social interests are at work here: one that encourages Cassio to drink and take
part in the celebration, and one that encourages him to stick to his role of a lieutenant.
Cassio’s refusal in this situation would distinguish him from his peers at a time he has
become more part of the social system through his promotion: if he refuses to drink at a
time when the social expectation is to drink, he undermines his own authority by
alienating himself from the very structure that has empowered him. Cassio is very much
conflicted because the song works for him and against him. In the end, Cassio relents to
lago’s song with a weak resistance

■‘●’Fore God, they have given me a rouse already”

(2.3.61)—and so Cassio subjects himself to expectation and the social system and
chooses the identity of the drinking soldier instead of the estranged one. When faces with
competing social imperatives, Cassio succumbs to the one dressed in song, which speaks
for the power of song. Song in this context accomplishes a redirection of Cassio s
identity in his society.
Of course, lago is also limited by social restraints: he could not have sung a
drinking song after a lost battle or during the day. He works within the system, which
allows for a masking of his malicious intent, lago's choice ot manipulation is incredibly
crafty: he engineers this “night of revels” to coincide with a night ot revels due to victory
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(2.3.40). Cassio allows the song to guide his actions—^namely, his drinking; he is
receptive to the effects of the song and its production in this context sways him to fulfill a
destructive role. He is much affected by the songs' rhythms and lyrics: he says of the
first,‘‘’Fore God, an excellent song” and ofthe second,“’Fore God,this is a more
exquisite song than the other”(2.3.71, 93-94). lago, on the other hand, is not hearing the
song as the others are, and is thus not subjected to the same expectations. He hears the
song simply as his command to Cassio. We hypothesize that in another situation, lago
most certainly would participate in drinking during a drinking song, but in this case the
knowledge of his own purpose prepares him to remain unaffected by the song as Cassio
is. Like the Duke in Twelfth Night and Mariana in Measurefor Measure, Cassio allows
himself to be swept into the control of the music, but in this situation he is not only
controlled by the music, but also by the one wielding the power of the music

lago. lago

separates himself from the song, using it simply as a tool in his plan to topple Othello,
lago’s ability to twist and manipulate is what makes him the great villain he is. his
plan coincides with the collective’s predictive expectation though lago s ultimate desired
outcome is diametrically opposed to society’s, since they certainly do not want Othello
destroyed. His song instills him with power, but with a hidden power that allows his plan
to develop in a seemingly unengineered way. He uses the system to oppose the system; it
is a play with power in which lago appropriates authority to himself.
Song’s highly communal nature instills it with the power to create subjects, as
lago’s song does to Cassio. The community infuses song with power with which song
can act back on the community, and the most potent subjections occur through songs that
draw on ideologies that resonate with its listener(s). The difference between spoken
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language and vocal song lies in the phenomenon that song is a particularly effective
vehicle to conduct ideology, and therefore a more powerful tool in the process of
subjugation. When deployed, a song concentrates a range of meanings in a limited space
and time; song focuses an expression of deeply ingrained beliefs that constitute reality
and life in a particular setting. It seems to project an expression of society and in doing
so unifies all listeners who identify themselves as part ofthe society. This goes back to
the theory of music as a harmonizer and unifier, for listeners can adopt ritual roles that
harmonize them with others who do the same. Depending on the context and the
participants in the song event, song can pluck specific ideology strings and subject the
participants to adopt a role in the song event. Manipulation of a listener through song
thus only works when the song speaks to the listener s mode of thought. In Othello.
lago's plan works because he identifies Cassio's role in society and Cassio s conflicted
mode of thought, and maneuvers this role with song. In The Tempest, a similar
identification occurs: Ariel recognizes Ferdinand for the subject in society he is and thus
the ideologies that shape Ferdinand's reality. Ariel is able to manipulate Ferdinand
because he knows Ferdinand believes in divine goodness and in love.
Ariel sings to Ferdinand soon after the shipwreck. The spirit sings two songs, one
giving shape and sound to this new land where Ferdinand has arrived and the other
setting up Ferdinand’s frame of mind concerning his father. The power of the songs
beauty of the melody and particularly the all-knowing voice they boast

impress upon

Ferdinand the idea that the music is *‘no mortal business (1.2.410). The lyrics speak
with an authority that comes from Ariel’s advantage in knowing the island and
Ferdinand's situation, but also from Ferdinand’s belief in higher, divine powers that
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the

guide human actions for ultimately good purposes; and so Ariel is able to thus use these
songs to subject Ferdinand into the position of an awed subordinate.
Ariel does not identify himself as the singer of the song, instead steering
Ferdinand into assigning the song and its effects to Miranda. Ferdinand says of the music
that it “crept by me upon the waters / allaying both their tury and my passion / with its
sweet air^ (1.2.395-396). The calming effects on the waters he sees as a result of the
music, though both are produced by Ariel. Ferdinand recognizes some harmonizing
authority within the song at this moment that helps calm him in his time of grief, and he
interprets this effect as a spiritual one. The ordering effect in turn allows for the next
song to influence Ferdinand's mind and dissipate this grief in preparation for his meeting
with Miranda, who introduces the factor of sensuality.
In the previous chapter, spirituality and sensuality were discussed as two
interpretations of the physical response music triggers because music seems to inspire
transcendence. We looked at Shylock’s denouncement of music as a purely sensual,
corrupt pleasure and Lorenzo’s praise of music as a harmonizing force, and concluded
that ultimately the spiritual or sensual meaning of music lies not within the music but in
each listener’s individual interpretation of aural reception. Ferdinand constructs the
intei*pretation of the songs as spiritual music because ot his mode of thought

his belief

in good supernatural powers—and because this explanation makes sense in that moment.
He sees no singer and the songs describe his situation and thus must come from an
omniscient being.
Then Ferdinand sees Miranda. He hears this divine music, the “sweet air," and
then sees Miranda, whom he immediately defines as “the goddess / On whom these airs
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attend"(1.2.425-426). Ferdinand recognizes the beauty of the music in Miranda when he
sees her, and her identity thereafter is, in his mind, connected to beauty and order. The
previous chapter discussed the link between music and women: in the Renaissance, both
were “regarded as earthly embodiments ofthe divine and the damning" for “[w]omen,
who possessed the natures of both Mary and Eve, were regarded as agents alternately of
salvation and destruction even as music was perceived as an inspiration to both heavenly
rapture and carnal lust"(Austem 420). Both music and women could inspire either pure
spiritual ecstasy or destructive physical passion*'(Austem 420). Ferdinand s reading of
the music and of Miranda leans toward spirituality and salvation; he subjects himself to
both powers, which he deems “good.” The establishing and authoritative voice of the
songs creates expectation of self-subjugation, with which he complies; then he subjects
himself to Miranda, whom he has been directed into believing is the power behind the
music.
Ferdinand recognizes himself as the addressee of the songs; that is, he knows that
he is expected to listen to the songs and view the producer of the songs as dominant to
himself. Because of this recognition, Ariel is able to push Ferdinand in the role of the
lover Prospero has outlined. Ferdinand subjects himself to the music and to love as both
become intrinsically connected in Miranda. Self-recognition is most important in the
power of song to subject, because the listener must recognize themes and cultural marks
in the song and be able to connect to those that are relevant by recognizing the self in the
communal voice. Ferdinand accepts himself as a subject in the music and connects to
this identity by interpreting the songs as spiritual. Cassio recognizes himself as a
participant of the soldier’s party and connects to this identity by participating in the
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drinking song ritual. Part of a song’s power lies in the ideologies it draws on, but even
more basically the listener must have a self-awareness and be able to connect the song to
those ideologies and then to him-or herself There must first be a separation of the
individual identity from society before there can be a unification with collective identity.
In King Lear, however, the addressee ofthe songs- ■Lear—has trouble
recognizing himself as the addressee ofthe songs, and thus cannot immediately fill the
role that the songs create for him. The problem with identity for Lear is not that he has
conflicting roles like Cassio but that he has stripped himself of any that are recognizable.
His role in society is no longer clearly defined because he has given up his title of king
and denied a role as a true father. Song in this play does not exploit tension due to
conflicting desires but instead attempts to link Lear to an identity that is well-defined in
the culture by positioning him in a recognizable archetypal role of doddering old

man

who should, as Goneral instructs him,“being weak,seem so (2.4.202). Lear s lack of
self-recognition impedes these attempts to subject him; three songs are sung before Lear
comes to an awareness that he is in fact the subject of the song. Whereas Lear s inability
to recognize himself as the subject ofthe song results in unresponsiveness on his part,
other characters and the audience can easily see the Fool s songs are about Lear. The rift
caused by this difference in understanding is a major dynamic in the power of the play, as
the audience starts frustrated with Lear’s denseness and anxious about his refusal to
behave in a manner conventionally befitting a king.
The Fool sings to Lear on three different occasions: twice directly after Lear has
given away his title and divided his land and once when he and mad Lear are out in the
stonn. All three times the Fool uses song to offer social commentary: he criticizes Lear
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and judges Lear's decisions to be foolish through his use ofthe first song—"Tools had
ne’er less grace in a year, / For wise men are grown foppish / And know not how their
wits to wear,/ Their manners are so apish”—and the second song-

Then they for

sudden joy did weep,/ And I for sorrow sung,/ That such a king should play bo-peep /
And go the fools among”(1.4.163-166, 172-175). The Fool directly draws parallels
between old men and fools, even calling the king a ‘‘bo-peep’' in the second song. Lear,
however, is unable to recognize himself as the subject ofthe song. He is “slow to
recognize what he has done by his abdication, how he has surrendered more than he
intended,” and given up his roles as king and as a father (Bell 60). Song seems to be as
ineffective as the criticizing words the Fool offers in transforming Lear, perhaps even less
effective, since Lear does not respond to the content of the first two songs but does
respond to an earlier criticism with “Dost thou call me fool, boy? (1.4.146). Very soon
after Lear recognizes spoken criticism, the Fool sings his first snippet, switching briefly
to the medium of song to criticize.
The song, clearly intended to criticize Lear, does not faze Lear, who simply asks
“When were you wont to be so full of songs, sirrah?’(1.4.167). Then again Lear allows
the Fool to present his tributes to human collective wisdom and experience. The Fool
does not suffer wrath when criticizing Lear, unlike Kent, who also tries to reason with
Lear:
KENT:
Think’St thou that duty shall have dread to speak
When power to flattery bows?
To plainness honor’s bound
When majesty falls to folly. Reserve thy state.
And in thy best consideration check
This hideous rashness. Answer my lite my judgment,
rhy youngest daughter does not love thee least.
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Nor are those emptyhearted whose low sounds
Reverb no hollowness.
LEAR:
Kent, on thy life no more.
(A:.L.1.1.147-155)
Kent attempts a few more times to advise Lear, but Lear is highly offended and banishes
him from the kingdom. The Fool’s songs are permitted whereas Kent s challenging and
aggressive words are not because song seems to soften the impact of the judgments and
criticisms. Why are songs allowed and words not? What do the songs do, if not
influence Lear? Lear seems to be unable to understand the language of the songs, which
is the language of everyone—including the audience—around him. The songs are all
popular songs, derived from rhymes and times that were widely known and recognized in
Shakespeare’s time (Seng 200-207). The songs thus find their source in the collective,
very much so, and speak with an authority that is beyond the Fool. Kent s words, on the
other hand, come from Kent alone, and possess only the authority that Kent possesses.
The Fool channels authoritative wisdom, and by making Lear the subject of these songs,
he pinpoints Lear’s identity in this crisis of identity, grounding it in the familiarity of
song and the archetype of the foolish old man. Because Lear does not grasp fully that
this identity is his identity, the Fool’s songs only seem to accomplish linking Lear to a
recognizable identity for all the listeners besides Lear, particularly the audience. Song
functions as a means to raise awareness to true identity and to establish that identity,
which is successful with the audience, who recognize the interpellation, but fails with
Lear, who does not recognize this hail. Here we see music as a unifying force for all
listeners except Lear, whose refusal to subject to the song signals subversion and turmoil.
In King Leat\ tension arises between Lear and the rest of the listeners because Lear does
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not respond to the content of each of the songs, which are all derived from “some popular
song or rhyme of the day"(Seng 201)and presented as little pieces of idiomatic wisdom.
Because the songs are derived from popular ballads and sayings, the audience, unlike
Lear, would instantly recognize the authority within the song—and so Lear’s
unresponsiveness to the song would undoubtedly increase their frustration with his
obstinacy. Again we see two powers of music: the power to unify and the power to
divide. Vocal song can appeal to individual interests and communal interests, and when
these cannot coincide the event produces tension.
Only after the third song does Lear respond to the content of the song

True,

boy”(3.2.78). In this third song, which is a song derived from the popular song Feste
sings in Twelfth Night, the Fool again addresses the state of fools,

He that has and a

little tiny wit,/ With heigh-ho, the wind and the rain, / Must make content with his
fortunes fit, / Though the rain it raineth every day”(3.4.74-77). After this song, Lear
opens up to recognition of his foolishness and reform of his attitude, though by the end he
is still in a somewhat vague state. Song seems to ease Lear into a place in which he can
be criticized and changed.
The first two songs thus seem to work more on the audience than on Lear. The
songs channel a type of folk wisdom that make clear what Lear ought to do, but Lear s
refusal to connect to and perform the role he is supposed to perform as a figure of
authority and strength raises anxiety for the audience, who embrace the ideas infused in
the songs as common wisdom. Lear’s unresponsiveness to the first two songs conveys
his disconnect from his role in society and thus from the society itself. When Lear
responds to the last song, however, he seems to validate the folk wisdom of the songs.
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harmonize with the other listeners’ response, and so become reintegrated in the
ideologies of his society and the audience.
The songs for Lear affect the play’s audience in a way that lago’s song and
Ariel’s songs do not, because the audience knows lago’s motives and AneTs aims, are in
a mode of receiving the song as part oftheir plans, and actually do see how the songs
manipulate characters. The audience can understand Cassio and Ferdinand by their
responses to the songs because the songs choreograph the situations into recognizable
events, lago’s song, for example, turns him into a reveler and the listeners, including
Cassio, into drinkers. Ariel's song turns Ferdinand into an awed subordinate and
Miranda into his divine superior. The Fool’s songs, although also part of a general plan
to criticize Lear and help him realize his faults, fail in changing Lear, and this
discrepancy produces a rift between the main character and the audience. The Fool s
song transforms him into a voice of wisdom whilst Lear is supposed to take on the role of
listener and learner. His initial failure to take on this role disconnects him in social
understanding from the audience, and the rest of the play works to mend this disconnect.
Only at the end, when Lear begins to speak the language of the song and tunes into the
meaning understood by everyone else, does he enter in the collective agreement about his
own identity, validating the systems that empower him in the first place.
Song is a potent dramatic tool, for the playwright can have his characters on stage,
as well as the audience, become subject to social currents put in motion by song. A
character can be recognized by the ritual role he/she takes on in a song event, and
thereafter understood and received as a peer in the audience s world. This transference of
a character into a recognizable peer allows for the character s issues and the play s
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themes to resonate more intensely with the audience, as is the case in Hamlet and Othello
with Ophelia’s songs and Desdemona’s song. Both women sing ballads before their
deaths, simultaneously subverting social convention and connecting to the social network
of their audience. Song distinguishes the women and their issues but also allows the
women to become a part of a larger community, which then permits an understanding of
their problems and a critique of the constructs that cause the problems.
Both women use songs outside their class to negate the roles men have forced
them into and to undermine male authority concerning their identities. Ophelia sings
various ballads, both fragmented and complete, though it was considered highly
inappropriate for a higher-class lady to sing songs in public-

in conduct books of the

period, silence was usually cast as a central female virtue, the restraint of a woman s
mouth a corollary to restraint of her body and a sign of her unblemished chastity
(Brooks 75). Singing songs as she does, roaming the castle, without worries as to who
might hear her, certainly means madness. Carol Thomas Neely writes. In the drama, as
in the culture outside it, madness is diagnosed by those who observe it

both specialists

and laypersons”(321). Shakespeare makes it clear to Ophelia’s audience, both on and off
stage, that Ophelia is mad by portraying her abnormal behavior in singing ballads.
Furthermore, as Robert Burton’s Anatomy ofMelancholy(1632) suggests,
Ophelia was already considered prone to madness, given the belief that nice
gentlewomen, such as are solitary and idle, live at ease, lead a life out of actions and
imployment, that fare well in great houses and loviall companies, ill-disposed
peraduenture of themselues, and not willing to make any resistance, discontented
otherwise, of weake judgement, able bodies, and subject to passions (Burton 202).
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Ophelia is an aristocratic lady whose role and activities have been defined and laid out
for her all her life, and who spends most of her days idle and waiting for men. However,
she experiences a loss of this defining structure. After Ophelia’s father Polonius dies,
Hamlet disappears. Ophelia is left without her brother(who has gone to France), without
her father, and without her lover. She is left without the control of patriarchy, that
structure that has defined her identity all her life, and promptly turns to madness—‘“Enter
Ophelia. Mad”- ■as chillingly cued by her use of vocal song. The collapse of her
framework produces a stress that sends Ophelia over the brink of sanity, which is when
she begins to sing.
Ophelia’s use of vocal song can be considered a conveyance of raw emotions in
her state of madness: she sings songs that espouse despair. But is song simply an
expression of her madness? Why does she sing song as opposed to dance or speak
gibberish? Song is certainly especially effective for Ophelia in regard to expressing her
madness, but song does not only function to distinguish madness on stage. Neely states
that Ophelia uses “quoted voices [that] have connections with (or can be interpreted to
connect with) the mad characters’ pre-mad gendered identity and history, their social
context and psychological stresses, as well as with larger themes of the plays and of the
culture. The alienated speech allows psychological plausibility, thematic

resonance.

cultural constructions, and social critique”(Neely 323). Ophelia s fragmented songs are
part of the culture that she becomes separated from, and that discrepancy highlights the
very constructs in the society that have alienated her. Her restrictions as a gentlewoman
and the expectations for marriage create a web of identity around her, and when her
identity collapses she is left with only the most basic identity of a despairing female.
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Song becomes a communicative tool that allows for her identification of a self rooted in
community and for the subversion of patriarchal suppression.
The disintegration of the structure that has defined her all her life—^the
disappearance of the men in her life

cause a disintegration and disappearance of her

identity. Since she is no longer a lover or a daughter, she seeks a way to define what she
is. She finds a means to do this through song. Her ballads are an attempt for selfassertion and search for identity. Early modem women were especially limited in their
voice, seeing as there were only a small number offemale composers to provide female
points of view in song as opposed to a much larger number of male composers. Ballads,
however, with their flexibility and adaptability, could “give women a voice, literally as
well as figuratively—a voice by and large denied to them by the literary high culture of
Renaissance England’’(Smith 26). Merry Wiesner writes,

Women were often the most

well-known singers of all types of songs, adding verses, changing content, and altering
tunes as they sang them”(186). Ophelia’s first song, for example, which is about a lover
who goes on a pilgrimage and dies faraway while his lady waits for him, has an
interesting analogue to it in “As ye came from the holy land of Walsingham,” a ballad in
which the roles are reversed. The man waits as the lady goes on a pilgrimage. The song
she sings carries its own identity of the singer as

despairing lover, which projects onto

her when she sings it; but with the alteration of the song to fit her situation as a woman,
she asserts her identity as a woman whilst using recycled song to connect herself to a
community who has experienced despair and sadness.
The second song is about lovers as well, but this one is more bawdy, telling the
story of a girl who goes to a man’s window at Valentine s day and after sleeping with
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him tells him he promised to marry her, whereupon he responds he would have married
her if she had not slept with him. Ophelia sings the song from the woman's point of view
again, though there are versions with lyrics from both man and woman's point of view.
With both songs we are reminded of Hamlet’s desertion of Ophelia after the promise of
their love (Seng 132-133). She undermines the idea of women as fickle and deserting
creatures in love with her song by establishing woman as the voice of the songs and men
as the subjects of the songs.
By singing so forcefully, Ophelia goes against all convention and propriety.
Bruce Smith writes eloquently,"‘As consciously crafted sound, singing pushes at the
boundary between the human body as an autopoietic system and the built environment as
an autopoietic system. Through singing, the body projects itself into space and claims
that space as its own"(180). In scenes with the mad Ophelia, Ophelia certainly
dominates the situation; she is projecting herself physically forcefully and boldly through
song, in a manner most unlike an upper class lady, who is generally characterized,

as

Castiglione’s etiquette books prescribes, by “that sweet mildnes which setteth so furth
everie deede that a woman doeth”(qtd. in Austem 430). Moreover, Ophelia projects not
only her own madness by going against convention, but also projects the raw identity of
an abandoned woman. She uses the system by separating herself from it in her action but
clinging to it through the song she sings, simultaneously undermining social convention
by singing and embracing it by using a highly social art form, the ballad. She lebels
against patriarchal limitations by altering the lyrics of her song to portray men as fickle
creatures and by using the lower class ballad, yet another way to break free from the
identity that has defined her life previously. The popular song, of course, also achieves a
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much greater effect of generating sympathy from the audience because it appeals to more
of the listeners. Michael MacDonald writes that madness is “the most solitary of
afflictions to the people who experience it; but it is the most social of maladies to those
who observe its effects”(1). During Ophelia’s songs, the audience connects on the basis
that they are not mad and Ophelia is; however, what makes this moment most powerful is
Ophelia’s use of song to connect to community and identifying herself as one ofthem,
whilst also emphasizing the reasons for her alienation from them in madness.
Desdemona in Othello also sings a ballad to great effect. On the eve of her
murder, Desdemona knows Othello is convinced of her unfaithfulness. lago s plan has
worked; he has planted within Othello the doubt that grows into belief of Desdemona s
adultery. Desdemona, the wife who is praised for her virtue and innocence, has a new
identity of an adulterous wife thrust upon her. Othello, her husband, the male who now
defines who she is in this Renaissance society, claims she is an unfaithful woman and she
does not have the power to counter this with her own voice. She does not have the
authority to do so within the system.
Desdemona thus faces a similar problem to Ophelia s: a loss of identity and a
lack of power to independently establish one. Like Ophelia, Desdemona finds voice in
song and is able to express herself through a lower class ballad. She evokes the memory
of her mother’s maid Barbary and sings a lamentful song. Willow, willow.

By singing

this lower-class ballad, Desdemona is both reaching out to the support of a community of
women and borrowing their voice since she has been deprived of one. Othello does not
believe her words and so her breath has no meaning, no eftect. At a time when her own
true identity is taken away—when Othello no longer believes she is who she is. and a
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whole other identity is constructed for her—she turns to song to find a voice of authority
which can confirm her rightful identity. Thus she finds a way,through song, to immerse
herself in the identity of a mourning woman (Barbary) whose lover has gone mad and
whose love is therefore doomed.
Desdemona’s farewell song is a very private moment, as opposed to Ophelia s,
which is unabashedly public and jarring. Desdemona does not seem to break with social
convention in singing the song, since the performance is reserved to the bedroom and has
an audience of only herself and Emilia. Her song is extremely personal and intimate, for
she sings it herself, for herself The song itself has meaning in the emotion it conveys
and inspires, but the very act of singing the song also has meaning. The performance of
it transforms Desdemona. As she sings, she creates an assertion of herself, the act of
using the song has constructed an identity for her supported by Barbary and countless
other women who have experienced similar despair, and furthermore, Desdemona has
now infused that song with her identity as well.
The song transfonns her, but she transforms the song as well, and Ernest
Brennecke argues this is why the “episode gives us a surprising flash of insight into the
recesses of the heroine’s character, more revealing indeed than any conscious soliloquy
of hers could have been”(35). Her song, like Ophelia’s, has been adapted to

a woman’s

point of view (Brennecke 36). She takes a song rooted in a tradition of male despair
caused by women’s fickleness and, by changing it to apply to her situation, subverts the
general prejudice of women as unfaithful and fickle, expressing herself as a sorrowful
lover who is a woman. Her man is the capricious one. Othello, with all his whims, is the
unpredictable one in the relationship. With her song, Desdemona gently undemiines the
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authority of her male peers who have established the adulterating persona for her: she
fights back with her song, which affirms for herself that she is who she was before and
who she says she is, and not the person they say she is.
However,she slips back into her comfortable identity at one point. She sings, out
of context and rhyme, a line that is not part of the song: ""Let nobody blame him; his
scorn I approve

(4.3.54), but immediately thereafter exclaims,“Nay, that’s not next.”

Her negation of the line is followed by a sudden anxiety-

Hark! Who is’t that

knocks?”—that perhaps signals a lingering guilt in her defiance. But she leaves this
feeling quickly by returning to the next verse in her song, which includes one of the more
indelicate phrases Desdemona says (“If I court more women, you 11 couch with more
men”)(Brennecke 60). She ends her song with an emphasis that it is a lower class ballad.
By having Desdemona sing a lower class ballad, Shakespeare allows a better recognition
of his character by the audience: Desdemona breaks more fully with her identity as an
upper class lady and adopts the voice of their class, which emphasizes the relevance of
her woes to their social issues. She fills a recognizable role in their social structure. Her
attraction to tavern life is hinted at earlier in the play, when she banters with lago in Act
2, Scene 1; this interaction prepares for her return to lower class culture.
The strong connection to community is a quality of vocal music that distinguishes
it from other mediums and contributes to its unique adaptabilities. What we see
frequently in evaluating song in early modern times is the traveling of music through the
culture and in and out of various situations, and with each use, the creation of meaning
because of how and by whom the song is used as compared to how and by whom it has
been used in the past. A degree of transference occurs that structures the cun ent song
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event based on previous song events, and the intensity of the transference depends on
how the song connects to the ideologies that shape its listeners. lago’s song, for example,
resonates powerfully with Cassio because it connects to other social forces acting on him
as an individual, as is the case with Ariel’s song and Ferdinand. The Fool’s songs
resonate more with the audience and other characters than with Lear, because they
conduct ideologies that resonate more with the audience and other characters.' Song is
rooted in the familiar and in the collective, acting as a force of social harmony and
unification, but it also reaches to individuals for it creates emotion and new meaning, thus
also acting as a force of division and individuality. Thus, interestingly, song is both a
constant and variable. It is a stable form of communication although it changes in
context. It is rooted in the familiar whilst also a means of individualism. It is a means of
connection and harmony and also a means of subversion. Ophelia s and Desdemona s
songs, as we have seen, are rooted in community and tradition, but they are able to take
these songs and apply them to their particular situations to shape their(and the
audience’s) understanding. In Shakespeare we see various characters draw upon this
stability of song to fulfill certain needs for power whilst song as a medium also retains
certain flexibility that is used for individual expression and emotion.
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CONCLUSION
In this thesis I have tried to show how early modem music often served as a
vehicle or a locus for an array of social energies, making it a potent societal and

for

those who could wrest it to their purposes- -individual tool of control. As a theory, the
music of the spheres focuses on the phenomena of unification associated with music, its
ubiquitv, the common biological response, the social ritual and conformity encouraged by
a song event. Tlirough the emphasis on the harmony of music as divine power and the
correlation between harmony of music and harmony on Earth, the theory presents music
as a positive force. Moreover, the theory is geared towards the preservation of the way
things are, because it prescribes uses of music only to preserve stability and harmony.
Music as a reflection of harmony, unity and divinity is posed as good whereas other types
of music should be avoided because they are disruptive of that harmony. The theory thus
outlines a rigid hierarchy and division within society, because it creates inequalities in the
uses of music. By setting a standard, the system creates its own subversion, for
inevitably there is subversive power in any individual s or group s deviation from the
standard and social collective’s expectations.
I see this thesis as a brief introduction into an opportunity for music analysis in
literature: an approach to song as a means of communication and expression whose use
frequently reveals underlying ideologies, tensions, and dynamics in the culture that may
not be accessible otherwise. For example, by approaching song in this manner we saw
how in Romeo and Juliet Peter and Capulet*s societal statuses determined how' they
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mourn, how in Othello Cassio is tom by conflicting social expectations and how lago
exploits this stmggle, and how Desdemona’s song is notjust a swan's song but a subtle
act of defiance. We saw how the Duke in Twelfth Night is conflicted in his social role
because his responsibility to produce an heir cannot be reconciled with unrequited love.
He is tom by contradictory desires stemming from his own feelings and social interests
for he can pursue love further at the expense of his credit as a man in power or give up on
Olivia at the expense of his pride and social expectancy of marriage. The songs
requested by the Duke reveal these tensions because they solve his problem by meeting
both needs: they express his lovesickness but also replace it by channeling his feelings
into a concrete, stable form of communication.
This thesis addressed briefly some physiological responses to music that could be
the basis to the understanding of music as harmonizing, transcendent and/or sensual. I
believe more could be done in examining modem comprehension of music

versus

Elizabethan interpretation and explanation, because such an approach could augment our
understanding of a song event. A tremendous amount of factors contribute to sonic
experience; in this thesis we have looked at psychological and sociological meaning and
interpretation of song, but more factors remain, including the biological factor. How
does basic physiology contribute to a song event?
Today we have physiological explanations for insanity, certain desires, and even
mood. For example, many studies support the theory that musical sound taps in to the
basic emotions, those innate feelings such as happiness, sadness, anger and fear produced
by a distinct signal in the brain (Johnson-Laird 104). Moreover, music has been shown to
produce a physiological effect on the body; such manipulations are the basis of music
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therapy (Brandes 85-86). An approach to vocal song in Shakespeare as a type of music
therapy adds another dimension to music analyses that could be worth pursuing. We
have seen that for many of the characters, music provides a kind oftherapeutic release, as
seems to be the case with Mariana and her melancholy song in Measurefor Measure and
with Arviragus and Guiderius and their mournful song for Fidele in Cymbeline. And
what about the audience? Those watching the play become immersed within an
environment of sound for a moment. Julian Hennques describes this moment of aural
immersion as “sonic dominance,” which “occurs when and where the sonic medium
displaces the usual or normal dominance of the visual medium. With sonic dominance
sound has the near monopoly of attention’'(452). Sound does monopolize the attention
when a song is sung, and, furthermore, is always associated with strong emotion and/or
catharsis. We can look at the plays as providing the audience with moments of music
therapy that provide catharsis and connection the others.
The songs that Shakespeare uses are frequently melodically and/or lyrically
derived from popular ballads (Kines). The use of familiar melody and repetitive rhythm
directly stimulates emotion, and the “familiarity, rhythm and order of music each
influence the brain in various patterns which “can be synchronized and harmonized with
each other”(Hiither 127). The basis of group music therapy is that a common rhythm
can generate a bonding experience through social resonance.
With the addition of current systems of thought concerning music, we can see a
certain scientific validity and instinctive rightness to the insertion of vocal song in these
early modem plays. In the last chapter we looked at Desdemona and Ophelia and their
songs. In our psychological and sociological approach, I suggested that they lose their
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voice because they lose the control imposed on them by men; therefore they must turn to
another means of expression and identification. A biological approach would perhaps
propose their traumas stimulate deep emotion in the amygdala,“long considered the seat
of emotions in mammals,[which] sits adjacent to the hippocampus, long considered the
crucial structure for memory storage, if not memory retrieval. Now we know that the
amygdala is involved in memory; in particular, it is highly activated by any experience or
memory that has a strong emotional component*’(Levitin 167). Trauma thus predisposes
the women to turn to ballads from their past. Brain structure and function gives rise to
mind and action; thus the neuronal stimulation of emotion and memory could be part of
what compels Desdemona on the eve of her murder to sing her mother s maid Barbary s
lamentful song,“Willow, willow.” Examining song from this angle would bring another
component to the analysis of music in literature, which when combined with other
aspects could promote further understanding of how music functions in the plays, for the
characters, and in society.
We can approach the analysis of song in Shakespeare in countless ways, each one
peeling back layers of meaning that may or may not reveal new insights. In this thesis 1
wanted to examine song in Shakespeare within the context of Renaissance society to see
how music functions within the society. Charles Darwin remarked that As neither the
enjoyment nor the capacity of producing musical notes are faculties of the least use to
man in reference to his ordinary habits of life, they must be ranked among the most
mysterious with which he is endowed” {Descent 582), yet what we have learned is that
this mysterious faculty does seem to be vital in the operation of society and can play a
definite role in the ordinary habits of life, and that this importance is reflected in the use
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of song in Shakespeare’s plays. Songs are completely enmeshed within the fabric of the
fictional realities of the plays and perform an organic role in those realities,just as they
do in society.
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ENDNOTES
1

I want to mention here that '‘the soundscape ofthe world is changing, meaning that the
"modem man is beginning to inhabit a world with an acoustic environment radically
different from any he has hitherto known"(Schafer 3). The constant presence of sound
and continual availability of music in our world is certainly very different from the
Elizabethan world of Shakespeare, which lacked the noise pollution of cars or machinery
w^as a
and did not offer the choice to reproduce professional music at will (unless one
musician). We can imagine our audition is different from the early modems : not only is
our world picture, including theories of music, different, but our world itself and thus our
experiences are also different. We can wonder whether the physiological response to
music was even the same—perhaps it was more intense, more of a distinctive event, than
it is for us, since we hear music everywhere. However,this question, while worth
investigating, cannot be further explored in this thesis.
^ In Origin ofthe Species^ Darwin decribes the process of evolution as occuring over the
long lapse of ages”(91).
^ “Love’s Alchemy” by John Donne
Some that have deeper digg'd love's mine than I,
Say, where his centric happiness doth lie.
I have loved, and got, and told.
But should 1 love, get, tell, till I were old,
1 should not find that hidden mystery.
O !'tis imposture all;
And as no chemic yet th' elixir got.
But glorifies his pregnant pot.
If by the way to him befall
Some odoriferous thing, or medicinal,
So, lovers dream a rich and long delight.
But get a winter-seeming summer's night.
Our ease, our thrift, our honour, and our day.
Shall we for this vain bubble's shadow pay?
Ends love in this, that my man
Can be as happy as I can, if he can
Endure the short scorn of a bridegroom's play?
That loving wretch that swears,
'Tis not the bodies marry, but the minds.
Which he in her angelic finds.
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Would swear as justly, that he hears.
In that day’s rude hoarse minstrelsy, the spheres.
Hope not for mind in women; at their best.
Sweetness and wit they are, but mummy,possess'd.

“The Marriage of True Minds” by William Shakespeare
Let me not to the marriage of true minds
Admit impediments. Love is not love
Which alters when it alteration finds.
Or bends with the remover to remove:
O no! it is an ever-fixed mark
That looks on tempests and is never shaken;
It is the star to every wandering bark.
Whose worth's unknown, although his height be taken.
Love's not Time's fool, though rosy lips and cheeks
Within his bending sickle's compass come:
Love alters not with his brief hours and weeks.
But bears it out even to the edge of doom.
If this be error and upon me proved,
I never writ, nor no man ever loved.
^ Autolycus sings this peddler's song in Act 4, Scene 4 of The Winter’s Tale
Lawn as white as driven snow;
Cyprus black as e'er was crow;
Gloves as sweet as damask roses;
Masks for faces and for noses;
Bugle bracelet, necklace amber.
Perfume for a lady's chamber;
Golden quoifs and stomachers.
For my lads to give their dears:
Pins and poking-sticks of steel.
What maids lack from head to heel:
Come buy of me, come; come buy, come buy;
Buy lads, or else your lasses cry: Come buy.

^ Waits were originally watchmen who had instruments that issued loud warning noises,
however, their role in London expanded in the latter part of the sixteenth century to
include the provision of music at ceremonies and festivals. I he waits “privileged
position and musical expertise meant they were best placed to be recruited lor private
functions, and by the theatres”(Lindley 54-55).
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^ Demilra Papadinis suggests Peter’s “Heart’s Ease” is the song that appears in the
anonymous play Misogonus from 1577.
Singe care away, with sport & playe.
Pastime is all our pleasure
Yf well we fare, for nought we care.
If mearth consist our treasure.
Tza bestly thinge, to lie musinge.
With pensivnes and sorrowe
For w'ho can tell that he shall well
Live here untill the morowe
In cardes & dice, our comforte lies
In sportinge and in dauncinge
Our mindes to please and live at ease
And sometime to use praunsinge.
With bes & nel we love to dwell
In kisinge and in hakinge
But whope hoe hollie, with trolley lollye
To them weil now be walking.(385)
8

The following is a “direct quotation from the first verse of‘Complain My Lute,' another
song popularly sung to the tune of‘Heart’s Ease’ ’(Papadinis 385).
Complaine my Lute complaine on him
that stayes so long away
He promis’d to be here ere this
But still unkinde doth stay.
But now the Proverbe true I find
Once out of sight then out of mind:
Hey hoe my heart is full of woe.
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